Tallow's Tale

The summer heat was getting to Apogee. Even in the lowlands (which she detested almost as much as the heat itself) where the trees crowded over the loamy earth and provided some shelter from the direct rays of the sun, the temperature was sweltering and uncomfortable. Apogee swatted at a cloud of gnats that had gathered near her ears, and swore at the heat.

"When I came down here, it wasn't summer. When I came down here, I wanted to fill my soul, not lose all my body-moisture." She lacked the energy to get up and move. When a stray beam of light struck her head she moaned and griped some more.

"At least in the peaks there are caves," she said to the wet air. "Caves, nice and dark and cool, and streams with cold water from the snow." Her imagination drifted away into those crags and frigid pools, while the gnats came back to investigate her ears again. She ignored the insects.

While she drifted in and out of a catnap, the day grew wetter and warmer. Finally, she was jolted awake by a peal of thunder very nearby. She found that her clothing was drenched already from rapid raining. The foliage covering her small nest was dripping heavily, not helping her stay dry at all.

"The least you could do," she shouted at the sky, "is rain in cold water, you know! By the moons, this is lame like a deformed calf."

She backed up to her tree and made small attempts to wring out her leathers. Failing to even dry out her sopping garments, she gave up and stood. "All right," she said, again at the gleaming and wet sky, "you win, I'll be wet! At least now the bugs won't be bothering me!" She extended her arms at the air, and felt the tiny droplets of rain run to her shoulders and down her neck and back. She had to admit, it did feel good. The air was clean, freshened by the water, not oppressive anymore. As the storm went on, the day grew dimmer and cooler. When the shower had run its course and slipped west through the wide valley, the sun barely broke over the horizon. 

This was still enough to help Apogee dry her clothing before setting out to hunt. She hung her garments over a convenient vine, and shook her hair. There was something else on the air that evening, and though she had no extra senses to help her determine its nature, she directed her attention to it. She cocked her head, leaned into the wind and tried to sniff it out. Nothing.

She finally shrugged and set off, with only a short skirt around her slim hips. She was a good enough tracker that she knew she could find her way back to her little hammock and nest later, even in the dark. 

Her prey that night was elusive but not perfectly so, and eventually she had snared a medium sized rabbit. It was still losing its winter fur, the long strands of white stood out even in the pitch of night, alerting Apogee to the target. She slung the beast over her shoulder, and started back to her nest. Appraising the fur, she decided that this skin should be taken care of, saved for the tanners at the Peaks. She herself knew little of actual tanning practices, and only a small amount of sewing, so she was as careful as possible to clean off the skin gently and thoroughly.

Over her small fire she cooked the rabbit, only removing the parts she knew she couldn't get herself to eat, and roasted the rest whole. It took nearly until dawn, but the meal would then last her a few days. She smacked her lips and gave a tiny but satisfied burp, and buried the fire. Apogee attempted to sleep, but even with a full stomach, there was something wrong.

She strayed in and out of sleep for the better part of the morning, nerves still nagging her that she should be awake. Finally, she did rouse and when she did, she thought she smelled something on the wind.

Humans? She thought, that can't be. I know they don't live all the way out here. Maybe way to the north, but they don't wander around...do they? She chewed her lip. No, that's silly. I've been to see those by the lake, and they're fine. They have good hunting there. Then....

"Then why am I so worried?" She whispered to the morning. Only a small breeze traced its way through the trees, and she sniffed at it. 

There was definitely something there, something she had almost a name for. Almost ... Almost like a scent she smelled at the Peaks. Smoke.

First she panicked. What if there's a fire! What if I can't get out! Then she calmed herself and reasoned it out: If there was a fire, the animals would be running, right? Birds would be screaming. There isn't a fire.

Then, finally... There must be a torch or something...Someone with a fire to cook over. She hastily checked that she had completely smothered her own cook fire, and found it quite dead and cold.

She waited. In a small flurry, she took down her hammock and sack, and hid them beneath a bush. The fire was a give away though, so she decided to carefully kick the coals around until it looked to her almost like a human encampment. 

Was it getting closer? And how could she tell? Would they be human? Or troll? Fervently she hoped that if it were one of the two evils, it would be a human, for she vastly preferred their company to the scary-story trolls. She had never even met a troll. She wouldn't even know what one looked like, since she never asked anyone about it.

She sat in a crouch, beneath a low branch and bramble, and heard finally the telltale sounds of steps through the leafy undergrowth. A sound escaped her throat, but other than that, she remained unmoving and unseen. Even though a nest of ants crawled around her ankles and onto her legs...

The tension was scaring her, almost out of her mind. Could it be a lone human hunter? A prize-seeking one? One that would easily spear her small body and take her head as a gift to some far-off chief?

Or would it be the creature that wandered into her sights then--

An elf, alone, with a long torch burning in an odd orange color. He had it perched over his shoulder as it burned, and it gave off an unusual scent as well.

A bug climbed onto Apogee's shoulder, and finally she could take it no longer. She lept from the bush, swatting at her arms and hair, startling the traveler into a tree.

"Hello!" Apogee cried (yelled, really) at the male. "Hello, I'm very sorry--I thought you might have been a...are you okay?" The black-haired elf dangled from a branch several heights up, his torch held out before him, but the smoke stinging him in his eyes.

"I'll be fine if you don't go jumping at me again," he said, voice rough with the smoke, but deep and pleasant.

"I promise. Here, I'll take the torch so you can climb down." She reached out and caught the stick when the male finally decided she was safe.

He picked his way back down with much more care than he had used in getting up, and noticed that his black vest was ripped in more than one place, and his silken white shirt was covered with dirt and sap.

"Drat," he said softly. He picked at the tear in the shoulder, and then looked at Apogee. "Well, do you always scare the wits out of people, or were you just practicing?"

Apogee found this extremely funny, and she was so relieved that he was neither troll nor human that she collapsed into silent fits of laughter.

The stranger sighed and looked to the sky. "Or maybe you're foaming mad or something. Great." This prodded Apogee into even greater spurts of laughter, and finally the elf sat down beside her, smiling.

"My name is Tallow. If you don't mind, I'll call you Giggles."

"Apogee," she managed to squeak out, "name's Apogee. I'm so sorry."

"'Salright. You live here?"

"Oh, no, I live pretty far away, I...I was just out here for a change of pace."

"Driving your tribe crazy?"

"No, the other way around. Why does that thing smell so strange?"

She pointed at the torch, which Tallow had planted in the middle of their small clearing.

"Oh, it's made with a sap that insects don't like. It keeps them away."

Apogee nodded and looked signifigantly at the torch, trying to think if anyone at Twin Peaks had ever thought of it.

They sat in silence for a few minutes, and then Tallow nodded at the spilled contents of his sack. "I make candles. You want to see them? I trade them to people."

"'People'?" Apogee said.

"Sure. Whoever wants them. I guess I've worked with humans, elves, whoever I come across."

"So you don't really live anywhere?"

"No, not to speak of. All I need are the tools, and a few days." He crouched on the ground, picking up the wax molds and wicks. "Say, is there a bees' nest anywhere around? I thought I heard some kind of buzzing."

"Over there," Apogee pointed, "but they're nasty. They sting like crazy."

Tallow rose and smiled, reached into his sack for something. "Here, show me where it is." They trekked the few yards over to the nest, where dozens of black and orange bees flew on their missions. Tallow placed something in Apogee's hands, and told her to hold it tightly. He struck a flint close to it, and it caught fire briefly, then smouldered.

"It went out," Apogee said, while Tallow looked over the nest.

"That's okay. It isn't supposed to burn. Hold it over here. Right under the nest." He took her hands and moved them up almost closer than she wanted to allow, since the last time she had gotten anywhere near the nest, she had been stung. But the pale smoke from the smouldering substance made the bees withdraw, sluggishly. Tallow reached into the nest and gently pulled out a hunk of waxy comb.

They walked back to the clearing and Apogee was speechless. "How long did it take you to figure out that one?"

"Oh, not too long. I learned it from a human who kept bees himself. Traded secret for secret. I showed him how to make wicks from the reeds nearby his village, he showed me where to get the pitches for this mix."

"A human did this? Amazing."

"Why?"

"I guess they aren't as smart as that, where I live."

"And where is that, anyway?"

Apogee pointed east, and stood on her toes. "Twin Peaks, over there. I think you can just barely see them from here."

"The ones with the snow."

"Yup."

"I like snow. It makes candle flames look better." He cast her a look, one that she liked.

She looked him up and down, as he did the same to her. It was as if at an unspoken cue they had suddenly decided to like one another. She looked at his long black hair, which he kept straight and tied in several tiers at his back; looked at his even brown eyes, and tanned skin. It was the look of a traveler, she thought. Definitely. She saw his strong walker's legs, and well worn shoes, which gave his nature away.

He looked at Apogee's unruly brown hair, she probably kept it in braids but had not done it up recently. It framed her small face nicely, though, and he liked her wide happy eyes. She was an athlete, then, by her name and her body, the thin and muscular frame and taut skin. She was accustomed to being bare-footed, by those indelicate callouses, but he was no stranger to that kind of wear. Her skin was a little burnt, maybe she slept in the daytime a little too long.

Apogee sent for the first time to him, **I came out here to find something. I didn't know it might be a person.**

"Then I'm glad I came this way. I've never passed through this part of the woods."

"Don't you send?"

"I'm afraid I'm not very good. But I can receive just fine, so please don't stop." He smiled. "I do like feeling another's mind against mine. I don't get that enough. Humans just can't do it at all, and I mainly talk with elves."

**Then I'll send all you want.** She hummed, smiling. **Will you stay here with me for a while? Perhaps later we can head to Twin Peaks, and you can barter your candles there.**

"I'd like that very much, thank you." He echoed her smile, and they set up a more complex camp with his things intermixed with hers.

Summer passed pleasantly for Apogee and Tallow. Their camp was set near a small stream, and long grasses grew everywhere. He taught her phrases in the several human tongues he had passing knowledge in ('where is good hunting?' 'if I share my catch with you, may I fish here?' and most importantly, 'I'm only passing through here, no offense to Great Gotara!'), and she showed him the local scouting points from her treetops and cliffs.

While at the top of a large pine tree, Apogee stood straight and let the wind blow her shoulder-length hair back. She felt as she did on her first day of real cliff-diving, fresh and strong, as if everything was perfect. Apogee held out her fingers and felt the wisps of wind catching them, she imagined being in the sky on the back of a bird...Or better still, she thought, as a bird! She looked down at her lover.

Tallow clung to the thick trunk, grinning though he was terrified. His black hair whipped around his ears, which were reddened. His narrow eyes were slitted further against the fierce winds, and he clutched the tree as a possum kit holds its mother.

"Get down from there," he yelled, "you'll blow right off!"

She laughed, and raised her arms to the sky, clinging with her knees to the sticky needles on her branch. "The sky is my friend, Tallow! Feel the wind!"

"The sky is dangerous. Wind blows out candles." He muttered, and suddenly Apogee stared at him.

**I'm so sorry, I hadn't even thought of that. We can go back down, if you want.**

Tallow nodded, trying to look as confidant as possible, though his heart was in his throat. He scuttled down the tree, trying not to look at the ground...so far away...!

Apogee watched him, saw how white he looked though his skin should have been olive. She gulped and sent him little bits of directions, when she noticed that he had closed his eyes and was relying entirely on feeling his way down.

When they reached the ground, Apogee took Tallow's hands and apologized. He shook his head and smiled, happy just to be on the solid land again.

A few days later, Apogee had her turn to be embarassed. Tallow supervised as she poured a mass of warm wax into a slim mold, and then looked on, wide-eyed, as she dumped the whole batch of white tallow over the edge and onto her hands! As she struggled with the molten wax, she made it worse, the tilted pitcher above now swinging with tallow going everywhere. Soon the wax completely covered the small stone ledge as well as Apogee's hands. She looked up at Tallow silently, apologetic. Tallow wanted to laugh because he saw his own first try in her, but she had tears in her eyes, and her lower lip was beginning to quiver.

"Over here, quick! To the stream!" He said, taking her elbow and leading her over the small path to their stream. There, he dunked her hands into the cool water, where the wax solidified over Apogee's hands.

She took her hands out of the water, staring at Tallow with apprehension.

"Are we making progress?" She growled, and he finally burst out laughing.

"Loads!" He said, "loads. We'll stick wicks into the tips of your fingers, and--"

"Get it off," she said, voice wavering. Carefully, he seperated her skin (reddened and nearly burnt) from the wax, leaving two perfect shells of her hands on the ground. They cooled her hands in the stream until the redness left her skin.

Apogee insisted they use the wax for something else, rather than leave the reminder of her attempt for them to see.

That afternoon, they came to the agreement that he should make the candles and she stick to the treetops, and not the other way around. It was a confirmation of their differences that they had denied until then. It put them both at ease, and did not stop either of them from watching the other at their chosen activities.

The weather changed slowly enough that they sometimes languished in the heat, quickly enough that they picked up their tanning skills by necessity. Tallow had a little more experience at such things than Apogee, but not much. She had seen Nimblestich working often enough, so a little odd memory work served well. That fine white and brown rabbit she had wanted to save went into making both of them warm hats for the cold of winter.

And even though the lowlands had been unbearably warm during the summer, they could both sense that the winter would be bad, that far north. Already the stream was running cooler than before.

They kept one another warm in makeshift sleepfurs, but soon it was cold enough that they both wanted to find a real den. A cave, a tree hollow, anything to keep out the chill. It was not yet winter, but the autumn winds had begun, and Apogee was reminded that those winds blew over Twin Peaks before they gained their chill. Her own homelands were to blame for their sniffles.

Finally, they came across a large tree, one that sat on a long dry riverbank. It was in the curve beneath the tree's roots that they discovered a hollow, big enough for five elves, let alone two. They shooed the rats out of their small holes and into the near bushes, rather than killing them, so they might have something to hunt in real winter. The tree was still alive, though where the roots were getting water from was a mystery to both elves. Perhaps the river had sunk, perhaps there was a low water table there, perhaps the roots traveled around to the stream a small walk away. They didn't care much. It was shelter.

It was home.

Apogee realized she was in love, deeply, with Tallow, when he came back from a short hunt. She just watched him, the way he moved, the swing of his hair behind him. He looked at her and smiled, then laughed.

"Stop staring at me, girl." He said, and set a mole at her feet. "Instead, you should be cooking."

They laughed, since he was the better cook.

After their meal, they made love, not for the first time but Apogee was absolutely sure that it was the best. In her years, she had never really loved anyone but her parents, and that was much different. She was not fawning, nor head-over-heels, just in love. And it made all the difference in her world.

Tallow had noticed her touching his skin with more delicacy, feeling his fingers and lips, rather than just letting them touch her. It was a sensation that he found more enjoyable than the latter, much more. He was nearly three times her age, but since his travels took him through many alien tribes he rarely became attached to anyone.

Apogee was different. For him, suddenly, travel ceased to matter, even though he had always succumbed to his wanderlust before. Lovemates he had had, but that was not love, was it? 

He decided not.

They took their time, each pacing their touches and words to draw out the very best from each other, lingering when others would have rushed. Passion took them more than once, they entwined and came with one another, then relaxed and began again. They wore themselves out this way, sleeping through the next day happily and without noticing at all.

Over the next few eights of days, they busied themselves with making their tree den into a winter home. The first snow landed and melted the next day, but that was a sign to Apogee that they had better hurry. They used the dead and dry reeds from the riverbank to make mats, which they set into the holes between the tree's roots. Tallow used his large travel sack to make a door flap, and Apogee fashioned small hooks to keep it open or shut. In their little spare time, Tallow finished showing Apogee how to make fat into shapes fit for burning, which seed-pods to use to hold that tallow, and how to make candles in general. The bees nest was abandoned the next time they visited it, so Tallow took it down and made several very pretty tapers out of the wax, and they ate the little honey that was left.

"This is shaping up, isn't it?" Apogee said, hands on hips and head cocked. She looked over the outside of the den, and was satisfied. Tallow grunted from behind her, looking up only now and then from his rapid pitch-gathering. He twirled a long stick in a bubbling pot, though where he got the black stuff Apogee didn't want to guess. He made several torches this way, only one with the mysterious bug-repellant.

Soon they would not need to use it anyway, for full winter was upon them. They used whatever skins they could to keep themselves warm, and nearly exhausted their nearby supply of firewood. This winter was short, they both noticed. It came abruptly, blustered in full force, and left in only two moons. Apogee knew better than to assume that the next year could be the same. As Thaw arrived, the hunting became easier and new tree growth added itself to their surroundings.

With Bloombud, the stream ran cool and clear, occasionally they would catch fish in it. Then, when Apogee traced the stream up to a small pond, they made a dam and harvested the small schools there. More and more often they would catch each other's eyes, smile coyly and look away. They did not need to send to know where the other was, only a brush with the mind or the careful sound of bird-calls would do.

Tallow made himself a work-den across the stream, where he could do his work in privacy. Apogee could have easily climbed the trees surrounding their home to see what he was doing, but she did not, because she just knew that it would spoil any pleasant surprizes he had in store.

While Apogee was bathing in the stream one particular morning, Tallow sat and watched. He smiled as she scrubbed her skin with those short strong nails, and grew more entranced as she began stroking herself. He leaned against his work-stone, trying to see more of her through the tall reed-stalks. Apogee faintly moaned, and finally Tallow could no longer take it. He stood, and then must have made a sound because she looked up sharply in his direction. He froze, trying to blend in with the grasses. She did not see him.

**Thinking of you, love,** she sent, and then realized (through contact with his mind and seeing briefly through his eyes) that he had been watching her all along! **You rascal! You'd better apologize to me this instant, spying on me in my private moments.**

"I'll do better than that, Apogee," he said, voice wonderful and low, "I'll assist you if you wish."

"That would do fine," she whispered back, watching him removing his clothing. "That would do just fine." He finished and hung his vest on the long bent branch that was usually his whittling perch. Tallow then splashed his way past the dry stones at the stream's edge, and to Apogee's side.

The water was cool and inviting, and Apogee smelled good to him. He doused himself in the waters, making his lengthening hair glossy and matted to his shoulders. Then with care he used his palms to rub Apogee's shoulders until she was relaxed. Moving from behind her, he continued his soothing movements until he reached her breasts. She closed her eyes, and smiled, letting the warming circles entrance her.

He touched every inch of her torso, moving the water from her skin and bringing the natural oils to the surface.

"Another skill you've collected over your travels?" Apogee asked softly, and he nodded.

"I think I'll keep this one in practice, what do you say?"

"Ummm huummmm," she sighed, and then yelped as he pinched her nipples! "Hey!"

He only smiled, his white teeth glowing against the tan of his face.

Not one to let a sensation go easily, Apogee held Tallow's hands where they were, and stood closer to her lover. "You keep doing that," she said. In response, he increased his tweaking, until she squealed and bucked before him. Her movement brushed him, and she looked down.

"Ah hah," she said, "someone's watching."

He ground into her, pressing their bodies together. "Not for long, it'll be way too dark."

They giggled, and then Tallow smoothed his hands over Apogee's sides. He rested them at her hips and then knealt into the running stream. His lips touched her neck, then shoulder, then her breast, settling there and slowly teasing her nipple. Finally he took it into his mouth, caressing the hard tip with his tongue.

**That's a much better use of your tongue than speaking human, Tallow,** Apogee sent, smiling. Her hands absently played with his hair, and she looked down to watch him. Oh, how she loved his eyes, how the skin around them crinkled when he was enjoying himself.

She brushed his cheek and he briefly sucked on her fingers, then he lowered his head to kiss her stomach. He nibbled on the fine hair beneath her navel, and finally slid his tongue into Apogee's wetness. She moaned, and he smiled. Without pause, he began sliding around beneath her, feeling with his tongue where she would respond best. Water coursed around his member, and he huddled closer to Apogee's leg until it sheltered his sensitive head.

Slowly sliding the tip of his tongue from her clitoris to the lips surrounding her vagina, Tallow fell into a rhythm. Apogee swayed in and out, accentuating the movement until she could barely stand it. Then, Tallow bobbed his head back so he could concentrate only on the most sensitive nub. Apogee throbbed and ground into his mouth, and came with waves of pleasure as he flickered his tongue.

She nearly fell over, pumping and bending, and finally had to push Tallow's head away from her body to make him stop.

"You're all sweaty now," he said, splashing both his mouth and her legs with the water.

"But you're not," Apogee replied, slyly looking down. "Come here, out of the water."

She held his shoulders and backed out of the stream, where the short grass cushioned them. As she pulled him up, he took one final and unexpected lick at her, making her legs twich. She laughed, and took hold of his member when he was near.

Hands used to long hours of working leather grasped Tallow's manhood, and he gritted his teeth. "Gently," he hissed, but she had already loosened her grip. She let his penis harden and soften for a few minutes, then began stroking him from head to base with one hand. With the other, she played with his butt, then his balls, and twisted the loose skin there. It tightened soon enough. She watched the color beneath the skin change from tan to plum, then held his member tightly without moving. The thick veins around its width stood out and she finally began stroking again. Apogee touched the tip of his penis with her tongue (hoping to be as talented as he had been) and then gently licked.

Apparently she was better than she had thought, and as she swirled her tongue around the rim of the head, Tallow moaned. She took his member into her mouth and then released it, slowly building up tension and speed. Finally when he was shaking with pleasure, she felt the rush of cum about to flow into her mouth and took it with ease. He came spilling into her, and she laughed when she had cleaned him out. He panted and rested on his elbow for a moment, then collapsed beside her. They washed off in the stream again when they could move.

In the heat of Longdays, Apogee told Tallow of her home in greater detail: of the Peaks and of her tribe's history. She was never big on remembering who was whose parents or relatives, but she always knew which chief came after which, and who was in charge. He listened to her stories and wondered how many of them were entirely true. Few of them were about her, though, so he attributed their lofty exagerations to previous tellings, rather than hers. Tallow remained somewhat mysterious to Apogee, she didn't know where he was from, if he even had a tribe to call his own. She did glean that he was much older than she was, but that had never mattered to any elf she knew of.

As Leaffall arrived again they were better prepared for the winter, collecting the wide variety of fruits and tubers from their garden, and drying their fish and small kills for later. They lined their tree-home with layers of bones and reeds, grasses, and small wadded up skins.

With the coming of their second winter, they hunted together often. Between hunts, Tallow made his candles, and Apogee wove or cured skins. They usually kept to the local hiking distance to hunt, though while tracking a fox through the frosted-over long grass, a bear appeared out of nowhere, startling them into running nearly a day away! They trudged home, and only at arriving back at their den did they find a decent sized ground-bird for a meal.

"Figures," Tallow said. "We have to set traps and wait for them to come to us," he laughed.

"I'll start right away," Apogee echoed, snappng two bones into a jaw-like shape.

While dining on their well-earned pheasant, Apogee grunted something about wine, mentioning that at Twin Peaks, there were several wine-makers. Tallow nodded.

"We had some," he said, "where I came from."

Apogee was interested suddenly. "And where is that anyway?"

Tallow smiled and remained silent. Apogee did not press him for more information, she knew it could be a sore spot, or re-awaken bad memories. Since she rarely spoke about her own parents since they had died she understood his silence.

They had to clear the snows away every morning for the next eight, and finally Apogee decided that they needed to make a shelter over the doorway. 

"I'm getting tired of having to leave through the window," she said, searching through the already frozen riverbed for more reeds. She only gathered a few before she felt Tallow's mind at hers.

**Come over here. You should see something.**

She knew it had to be either delicate or dangerous if he wore himself out sending to her. She was careful and quiet, making deep marks in the snow on her way. She came around to the bend where their tree was, and...

In the half-light of the overcast day, there were dozens of tiny lights gathered before their home. Pinpoints, stars, candles. The lights they threw onto the snow were of all hues, all brightnesses. Apogee's jaw dropped open for a moment, then she cast about for Tallow, who was to her left, in his usual work seat.

**You...set this up. I remember you said that the snow would...** There were tears in her eyes, of joy, and Apogee was overtaken with emotion. The points of light flickered in the wind but did not go out, the wax and tallow and sticks all burned steady. In the middle of the doorway was a large carving, in hard white wax that Tallow had had in his sack but would not use for the regular candles. He nodded to it, and Apogee had no choice but to stagger over and look.

It was a candle, a double one, but the base...It was a bird in flight, its talons carved slightly out from the very base, the body stylized, but obviously an eagle. The head and beak stretched out in a curve, looking up, and the tail fanned out to steady the base. The wings were outstretched,  gracefully curving upward. The candles came out of a round hole in the back of the bird, two delicate white ones, intertwined and burning without shortening.

**You and I,** Tallow sent, and the truth of it struck Apogee like a blizzard. **I think we were meant for one another, as the candles are, separate but the same.**

**I...I love you, Tallow. This is beautiful.**

He stood, she heard him rise, and he walked to her side. They watched the orange lights, and Tallow took Apogee's hand. "Let us dance to the flames, love."

They removed their clothing, even though it was very cold, and stood close. Tallow closed his eyes and felt the flames around them, he could see them clearly, flickering this way and that, and he felt Apogee before him, she must have been crying again, for when he took her arms there was warm dampness on her shoulders.

He smiled, and led the dance that only he knew all the steps to. It was a little magic that he had, he knew, to be able to make movements that the fires did. His hips switched and bumped into Apogee's, but she didn't mind. Soon, they moved without stumbling, waving their arms gently and quickly the way a flame flickers. Hair swirled about, nearly stung their skin with the ends moving so fast. And they warmed to one another again.

Soon they did not need to second-guess where the other would be, Apogee knew the dance. As if she had known it all her life. Tallow understood what was to come. He prepared his mind, his body had been ready for years.

They made love standing in the snow, both immune to the stinging cold and the bitter breeze. Their tracks eventually wore deeply into the snow, where thin yellow grass could be seen on the frozen ground.

As the candles flickered and died, they carried each other to the den, where they continued in some warmth. 

When he entered her, she gasped, suddenly aware of his heat, as he of hers. Their sweat, nearly crystalized on their skin outdoors, was now warm and slickening their bodies, catching the lights of the dozen or so candles inside the den.

As they moved together, Apogee sent to him: **Be with me always, Tallow, I need you.**

He mustered both his physical strength and his mental abilities and swore to her that he would be. He shouted it to the evening, whispered it in her ear, and sent it to her mind, even as his orgasm rippled through his body. 

Apogee had never felt as purely white-hot with passion, joining Tallow was like...was like flying only more so, like the flight of a dream, like magic. Better.

She lost count (if she had been counting in the first place) of her climaxes, it seemed every touch was enough to make her body shudder, her eyes roll with abandon. When he came she finally arrived at a decision: they should rest for a while before continuing.

Through the long evening and the deeply chill night, they joined again and again, this time with her leading, the next they would roll roughly in the piled furs, the next they touched softly and delicately. 

In the morning, they hid in the furs (that were largely tossed about their small den) until it was absolutely necessary to eat. 

Both were nearly too sore to move, let alone move silently enough to hunt. They wandered around looking for something slow and stupid and easy to kill. Finally around noon they saw a dozing deer, heavy with an early calf. The doe flicked her ears in the elves' direction once in a while, but otherwise was content to just sleep.

Apogee readied her bow without hesitation, and Tallow leaned back with a javelin, both concentrating entirely on the doe's head.

And when they both let their weapons fly, Tallow shrieked in surprize as a longtooth cat drove it's teeth into his back! The cat and elf landed heavily on the ground, as the arrow and javelin hit their mark flawlessly.

Time stopped for Apogee. She felt Tallow's mind--confused, randomly sending and blacking out with pain. She turned and saw the cat, huge cat, and the blood, and her lover on the ground beneath it.

Rage uncontrollably took Apogee, and she gripped her knife knowing that she would probably die trying to get this monster off her mate but--

The cat did not have time to chew any on it's meal, instead, it looked up at the other screaming prey-object, and ceased to see shortly. Missing an eye because of Apogee's knife, the cat yowled and backed off, blood streaming from the eye socket as well as the gaping mouth. With one paw, it swiped at Apogee, missed, and then ran off. 

Apogee sank to Tallow's side, and sobbed into his shoulder, watching the blood pooling on the snow beneath him. Finally she came to her senses and tied his shirt and vest about his chest and back, tightly as she dared, and raised the courage to try to wake him.

**Tallow, my love, are you in there still?** She sent, fearing the worst. Instead of cold death, she felt his mind at the edge of hers, and knew he was unwilling to share the pain of the wounds with her.

"I'll be fine," he breathed, his eye cracking open only slightly. "Did we kill the deer?"

Over the late winter snows and the early spring rains, Apogee tended to Tallow's wounds as well as she could. A healer, she thought, could have these bites gone in an hour...but the nearest healer is half a moon's walk away, and Tallow can't travel yet.
He seemed to be getting better when Thaw arrived, so Apogee insisted they move to the Peaks, away from their den and the low forest. 

She always kept an eye out for longtooth cats. And it turned her stomach to know that they would be waiting in groups, whole families of the blasted things back at the Peaks...But she would have to live with that. Apogee also kept looking at Tallow's semi-healed wounds for signs of infections. She never noticed any, nor did he become rabid or raving, so she hoped for the best. 

Tallow, as always, ignored the wounds on his back and insisted on doing things as normal. Apogee would find him out collecting bees' wax, or reeds, or that pitch he used, and as soon as she did, she would send him to rest. 

They made their way through the blooming woods, watchful for Humans, until they could see the Peaks, and Apogee told Tallow another story of the Twin Peak elves. He listened with his usual peaceful silence, until he staggered into a tree. Apogee watched as he clung onto a hunk of bark. When she took his hand and steadied his shoulder, his back was so hot that she was nearly stung. 

"Tallow! You...you have to rest now--" Apogee nearly shrieked. She cast about frantically for a stream, seeing nothing nearby. Hadn't there been one on the way out? 

Finally she lowered her lover to the ground, insisting that he stay put--his urge was to continue, he kept saying, "I'm fine, fine. We can see your Peaks..." but Apogee knew better.

She ran through the wood, at last seeing her stream: it was still nearly frozen, but there. Soon, it might be raging with the runoff from her precious Peaks... She wiped the tears from her eyes, aware that she was terrified.

She sent, **Tallow, are you awake?**

**Yes, Tonde, I am.**

Apogee froze. She had not told him.

He knew.

The tears in Apogee's eyes rose again, when she brought Tallow a cloth soaked in the chill water. He sat against the tree, where she had left him, arms limply at his sides, head drooping a little.

She leaned behind him and smoothed out the cloth, feeling his hot back even through the leather. She could not stop herself from crying when she breathed his own soul name.

"Ro...don't leave me. You promised that you would never leave me." She said, quietly. The sound of his name opened his eyes, and he pronounced hers, making Apogee shudder. Her hands shook as she cradled his head (burning up, she noticed, so hot) to her breast. 

"I won't," he said, breathing softly. "I..."

**I can't ever, Tonde, not now.** He sent.

Apogee felt his spirit leave his form. She could almost see it, felt a little of the elation that the freedom allowed him. 

He was always best at knowing emotions, she thought. He always knew how much I loved him. I guess that's the way it is supposed to be.

Why do I feel so empty?
She sat back on her heels and stared through tearing eyes at Tallow's cooling body. Apogee could not bring herself to carry his body to the Peaks. She found a tree with a bees' nest in it, and dug a grave with her hands, then laid him in it with his weapons and his favorite waxy torch. 

On the way back to the Peaks, Apogee cried. There would be no child from this Recognition, she knew. Tallow had not been well enough for them to make love since the attack. 

Her hands clenched into fists when she thought of the longtooth: hope you have nothing but bitter hunts, she thought. And then she cried more, seeing the big cats on the Peaks, finally home from her trip.

Alone as she had begun.

