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    CHAPTER ONE


    It was the sacred truths of Tanir that the faithful followed: protect those in need, keep others from harm, and defend the human race against the taint of magic. But often, following those truths guided you down a dark path where the only light was your diminishing faith.


    At the sound of footsteps, Jeno stopped, his heart racing. What would he do if he was caught? The curfew banned students from being out at late hours, but he was usually granted special exemptions by many of the staff and castle guard. He’d broken curfew before with his twin brother Chiro. They were almost sixteen, and they’d be considered men in a few months. Soon they wouldn’t have to put up with such ridiculous rules. In case he encountered anyone, he hoped he would get lucky. Besides, there was a good chance he would slip by unnoticed.


    The footsteps subsided, and he continued down the stairs, hoping that was the last person he would come across before leaving the castle. Light from a full moon shone in through the slits in the tower wall, guiding his steps. But after rounding a corner, he bumped into a priest dressed in dark robes.


    “Pardon me,” Jeno said, bowing his head in respect. The priest said nothing. When he looked up, he could see it was the priest Relain, the young man notorious for his gluttony and self-righteousness. The portly man looked guilty, and he went to hide a haunch of meat behind his drab robes. There were a few pieces of meat stuck in the stubble of his short beard. He must have been sneaking food from the kitchens. Jeno barely considered him a full priest as he was only a few years older than him.


    “What are you doing here?” Jeno blurted out, trying to sound like he belonged here, though he knew neither of them were supposed to be near the kitchen this early in the morning.


    “I was saying prayers. What are you doing up so early? You’re breaking curfew. And dressed for travel?” The priest raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Going somewhere?”


    “Who says prayers down in the kitchen? All the priests I know pray in their room or in the temple.”


    “I find it quiet down here—”


    “Next to all the food?” Jeno gave a small, scornful laugh. “You know the teachings of Tanir condemn gluttony.”


    “Who are you to chide a priest? Besides, I wasn’t eating.”


    “Then why is there meat stuck in your beard? And what are you holding in your hand? I can see you’re hiding something. It looked like meat.”


    Relain wiped his beard, looking indignant. “You still haven’t answered my questions. Why are you breaking curfew, and why are you dressed like that?”


    “I have an errand to run. Besides, I’m sixteen. I don’t have to worry about the stupid curfew.”


    “I’m pretty sure you’re lying.” The priest smirked. “I’ll have to report you to Ranger Selagh. Follow me back to the student’s quarters.”


    “No, I have to go. You were down here eating when you shouldn’t have been. You can overlook me leaving the castle. It’s urgent.”


    Relain scoffed. “You just tried to blackmail me. That’ll get you kicked out of the ranger’s program and sent to the high priest for punishment. But I’ll tell you what. I’ll pretend I didn’t hear you threaten me if you shut your mouth and follow me back to your room. I won’t tolerate any more insolence. Agreed?”


    Jeno was fuming by now, but he realized it was futile to continue confronting the priest. So, he only nodded his head, faking a look of contrition, and gestured toward the stairs. He sighed, suddenly feeling exhausted. This was the second time he’d woken this night. First the nightmare and now his brother. Why did Chiro have to listen to the lies of a gnome and rush off in the middle of the night? It was foolish to think that Chiro could find their mother in the magical Realm of Sosaram. Remembering the gnome made Jeno furious. As if he knew anything about where their mother might be. His brother was going to get himself killed. Thinking of this filled him with renewed urgency. He was bound by duty and honor to protect his brother.


    The priest huffed as he shuffled along, and Jeno tried to formulate a plan. Should he run for it? If he did, Priest Relain would alert the guards, and the rangers would be after him on horseback in minutes. He wouldn’t stand a chance of hiking up the three hours to the cave where Chiro and Jeno had encountered the gnome.


    Though he knew it was wrong, he had to act quickly. He’d made a vow to his father to protect Chiro. If he wanted to stop his brother, he had to go now. Hours later would be too late. And he had to escape with enough of a lead to make it there without being captured by the rangers. So, praying for forgiveness from Tanir, Jeno silently unsheathed his sword, eying the priest. In one quick strike, he brought the butt of the hilt down against the back of the priest’s head.


    The heavy man grunted in surprise and collapsed into a lump. Jeno bent over and felt for a pulse. Still alive and breathing, Jeno sighed in relief and said a prayer asking forgiveness from Tanir. He hurried toward the sewers. He didn’t know how long he had before the priest would be discovered, and then the rangers would be out searching for him.


    It was dangerous in the woods at night and far more dangerous in Sosaram. He remembered the stories his father had told them and shuddered. He hoped and prayed he could find Chiro and stop him before he entered that cave. The rangers had often complimented Jeno for his tracking skills, but not having any experience in Sosaram, he dreaded the idea of leaving the safety of this realm. But he knew he would do anything to protect his brother. If it came to him being forced to enter that magical realm, he had to be prepared.


    He gripped his coin purse and wished he had the two sapphires he’d found in the tower ruins. But they were cursed by magic, he told himself, since he’d found them in an ancient temple to the old gods. He had given them to the priests and cleansed himself with holy water. Now, he only possessed a few small gems and the gold and silver coins he’d found while scavenging other ruins outside the castle. He doubted it would be enough for an extended journey.


    After skirting the muck in the sewers, he climbed down the outer stone wall and jogged toward the forest. There were no guards on this side of the castle other than the ones likely asleep up on the wall. But as he entered the shadows, the guilt began building up in his mind. Had he really assaulted a priest of Tanir? What had made him believe his god would forgive him? It was considered an outrage to disobey or attack a priest, a crime punishable by prison or, in some cases, hanging. But even worse was the risk to his soul.


    He’d acted rashly, selfishly, and hadn’t considered all the consequences. But the promise to his father was a promise, he told himself, one he had to keep. He didn’t have a choice. Besides, the priest had been wrong for stealing food and wrong for refusing to yield. Priest Relain would be in trouble for taking the food. He’d have a lot of explaining to do. Jeno put all feelings of guilt out of his mind and continued the hike, assuring himself that the priest would be fine, and he could make amends to his god in some other way.


    It was cold outside now that autumn had taken hold. Castle Maarn was far enough in the northlands and high up in the mountains to feel the chill, especially at night. Hopefully, his hunting leathers would be enough. In his backpack, he had wrapped the Book of Tanir, his holiest possession, in an oiled cloth. The book was indispensable to him, his guide and moral compass. He’d also packed some bread, dried fruits and meat, a dagger, a torch, his sword and bow, and a quiver full of hand-crafted arrows. He didn’t know how long his journey might be.


    As he placed a hand over the hilt of his dagger, he thought of Freyia, his best friend, and the time she’d given him the blade as a gift. He felt bad leaving her here, especially since she’d overheard her argument with Chiro and she knew what his brother was planning. But he couldn’t risk involving Freyia; it was too dangerous and the responsibility for Chiro’s protection rested on his shoulders.


    Someone lit torches up on the castle walls, causing Jeno to glance back and hurry his steps. The sky was cloudy, obscuring the full moon trying to break through the murk. The air soon thickened, darkening the path through the forest. Minutes later he heard alarm bells from Castle Maarn chime off in the distance, sending him into a full sprint. The kitchen staff must have discovered the priest sooner than he’d expected. He didn’t have much time. Eventually he slowed his pace to a jog, keeping his mind focused on where he was going.


    Jeno left the dense pine forest and reached the scrubland where the trees were thin and scraggly, and the smell of sagebrush and wildflowers filled the air. He spotted Jagren’s Rock jutting up toward the cloudy sky and knew he was going in the right direction. Only another two hours or so and he’d reach the cave, hopefully before the rangers were able to intercept him.


    He paused a few times during his trek after thinking he’d heard something behind him. It might be wolves as the rangers had reported several recent sightings. He warned himself to be on his guard and prepared for anything.


    As he hiked, his thoughts drifted back to his brother. Why hadn’t he listened to reason? As if their fight earlier that night wasn’t bad enough. They’d both woken at the same time from having a similar nightmare of their mother being enslaved by a wizard in the city of Drathan, the largest city in the Realm of Sosaram. Though Jeno hated to admit it, what he’d seen in the nightmare was familiar. He had heard a similar story a year ago while experiencing a vision at a magical pool. It was like the forces of magic were conspiring against him, and it frightened Jeno to the core. There was something out there, and the smoke was forcing Jeno to the fire.


    After arguing, Chiro had given in and promised Jeno to stay. He’d even sworn a solemn vow to Tanir not to run off in search of their mother. But he had lied. That was the worst part. It was a violation of their sacred faith. His brother must be out of his mind or afflicted by some charm. Every righteous human knew that magical creatures tricked mortals down paths leading to their doom. It was a core tenet of their faith. Magic was outlawed along with the worship of the old gods. There was only one god: the Spirit of Tanir.


    But what else could Jeno do? He’d promised Father he would protect Chiro. As the eldest twin by a few minutes, it was Jeno’s responsibility to look out for him. And now that Father was a general leading an army in Sosaram, Jeno had no other choice. If he told the priests and the rangers the story, he feared that Chiro might be burned at the stake. It was forbidden to listen to and obey creatures of magic. And acting on that information and actually journeying into Sosaram? That was a far worse sin. Jeno believed he had to hurry after Chiro and bring him back to Maarn Castle before Jeno entered the magical realm.


    The thought quickened Jeno’s steps as he trekked along the Camelon River. He was worried about either of them entering Sosaram. He’d seen first-hand how devastating magic was on a person’s mind. The image of his friends lying dead and bloody on the snow still haunted him. He wouldn’t let that happen to his brother.


    When he spied Waymar Falls, he heard the sounds of cracking sticks and footsteps. But when he’d paused and crouched to listen, there was nothing. Telling himself he had to keep going to make good time, he pressed on. He didn’t bother tracking his brother. Jeno knew exactly where he was going. And after another hour, he caught sight of the mouth of the cave that the gnome said would lead them into Sosaram.


    This was it. Fear swelled and caught in his throat as he studied the menacing black mouth of the cave. Inside was death and evil, pain and suffering; inside was magic and all things cursed by Tanir. He hesitated after taking another step, knowing this was a terrible idea. If Jeno stayed in the human realm, would his father blame him for letting Chiro go alone into Sosaram? But most importantly, Jeno knew he would blame himself. It was more than a promise to his father; it was a promise to himself. He had to help keep his brother alive and bring him home safely. Tanir would understand. Jeno felt he would be forgiven.


    As he entered the cave, Jeno lit a torch and descended the shaft. He realized how serious and desperate Chiro must have been to find their mother. Chiro wasn’t alone in wanting to see her. Jeno craved the day he would be reunited with his mother. Father had taken them away from her when they were four years old. The only explanation he had given was that she had refused to believe in the religion of Tanir, and he couldn’t accept them growing up as heathens. So, he’d raised them for a time in the city of Helden, and then when the holy war had called him back to the battles in Sosaram, he sent the twins to Maarn Castle to be trained as rangers. That was four years ago. They’d only seen Father twice since then.


    But unlike Chiro, Jeno wasn’t so gullible to believe in dreams and the devious words of magical creatures. Likely, the whole thing was a trap set up by some witch or wizard to lure human slaves to serve in a high elf household. They were notorious for trapping humans that way. Oftentimes, if the human was young enough, they would train them in their magical arts. Jeno couldn’t imagine a worse fate.


    After twenty minutes of climbing down into the rocky cave, Jeno heard stones falling behind him. Was someone there? He hid behind a boulder and paused, listening. But like before, he heard nothing. Some strange sense told him he was being followed, and it wasn’t a wild animal. It had to be a human. Or worse, it could be the gnome making sure he made it into Sosaram. When no sound came after several minutes, Jeno continued. Rounding a corner, he spied a soft, shimmering light.


    What in the name of Tanir was that? It looked like a pool of golden light floating in the air. He remembered stories his father had told of the veil of separation between realms, and Jeno realized this was it. It was a shimmering portal of magic formed by the ancient gods. Shivers of horror and revulsion raced down his spine at the thought of touching the stain of magic. It sickened him just to be near it. The gods had been here once, thousands of years ago, and they had uttered the ancient words of power to summon the ceaseless flow of magic. Once he passed through the veil, he would be inside Sosaram. The magic would taint him forever.


    The human armies never allowed soldiers younger than eighteen to enter the realm. It was said the magic of that realm was too powerful an influence on children and would change them forever. Once a boy became a man at sixteen, if he was fully trained, he could fight in skirmish battles on various heathen frontiers in the far north or west along the Red Desert. Both places were where the deniers of Tanir lived, the ones who still worshipped the old gods. At eighteen years old, a few of the best would be allowed to go and fight in Sosaram. Those remaining became guards or took posts as frontier soldiers. Jeno knew he and Chiro would be chosen to fight in their father’s army. He was a general, after all.


    Jeno steeled his mind at the thought of entering that realm. He had to be strong. Though he wished he would have been faster and stopped his brother before he reached the veil, he knew he had no other choice. He was bound by duty to protect his brother. He stretched out his hand until it was inches away from the silvery, glowing veil. He had to do it. Tanir would understand. It was his solemn responsibility. And if along the way he discovered clues about his mother, then perhaps all would be well with his journey.


    He took a deep breath and said a prayer to his god. Guide me, Tanir, protect my mind and lead me to my brother. I must save him from the evil of the magical realm. Please, oh glorious Tanir, strengthen me to face whatever lies ahead.


    Another step, eyes closed, and he felt the world ripping apart. Pain surged through him, like a million needles stabbing all over his body. Father had never said it felt so horrible to pass through the veil. But Jeno grit his teeth and endured the pain until the sensation soon faded away.


    Breath heaving, he opened his eyes and squinted at the brilliance of the world on the other side of the veil. Had he made it? There, stretched before him, the world was greener than the greenest forests and richer in color than the richest meadows covered with wildflowers. The Realm of Sosaram was beyond verdant. It was beautiful and lush. The air felt warm and muggy, and the place smelled sweetly of honeysuckle, lilies, and jasmine. All around was a feast for the eyes.


    A smile came to his face as he gazed at the enchanting gardens all around him, the stretching willows, the black ash, and the bountiful flowering trees. How was such a place evil? It looked so pure and lovely, like the gardens before the fall of man.


    He wanted to laugh and run and be free, but the warning voices of the priests of Tanir cooled his enthusiasm, sobering his mind in an instant. He had to be on guard. The danger of magic was everywhere. As he was about to take a step into the forest, a hand on his shoulder caused him to spin around in surprise.
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    CHAPTER TWO


    A girl’s bright, cherubic face grinned at him. It was Jeno’s best friend. He took a step back, stunned that she’d been following him all along. What was she thinking in coming into Sosaram? She shrugged her shoulders, looking only slightly apologetic.


    “Freyia? But how?”


    She raised her fingers and brushed aside a lock of short, black hair from her freckled face. Her emerald-green eyes sparkled in the sunlight.


    “Good morning to you, too,” she said sarcastically.


    He seized her wrist and shook his head. “You have to go back. It’s not safe for you here.”


    Freyia’s airy expression turned hard and cold, her stubborn streak flaring up in an instant. She yanked out of his grip, standing proud and determined, and held the straps of her leather backpack like she was ready for travel. She’d put a lot of thought into this, wearing hunting leathers, long leather boots, and a sheathed dagger at her side.


    “No, I refuse to leave. I came to help you find Chiro. That’s why you’re here, right? It’s the only reason you’d be here.”


    Jeno exhaled, remembering the fight with Chiro yesterday in the forest. Freyia had overheard everything, things she wasn’t supposed to hear about their nightmares and their encounter with the gnome.


    “Of course, it’s Chiro. He’s gone ahead with that foolish notion of his. I still can’t believe it. If I don’t get to him quickly, he’ll likely be sold into slavery.”


    “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s start tracking him.” Freyia’s eyes shifted to studying the forest.


    “You’re not coming with me.” He pulled her toward the cave, but she twisted away, her expression angry. She was athletic and agile, a girl who wasn’t afraid of showing her skills with a blade.


    “Stop trying to force me. I’m not letting you go out there alone. You need my help.” She put her hands on her hips. “Why are you being like this?”


    “You know why. The teachings of Tanir forbid women from entering Sosaram. It’s a place of evil and magic.”


    “And what, I’m too weak because I’m a girl? You think my mind is too susceptible to the influence of magic? Do you really believe that nonsense?”


    “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. It’s my faith… and I thought it was yours also. Or are you a denier?”


    She exhaled forcefully and glared at him. “No, of course not! How could you even suggest such a thing? I thought you were my best friend.” She stared at him for a long time, and the intensity in her eyes made him uncomfortable. A flush of embarrassment reddened his face, and she seized upon his uncertainty and continued. “You know the priests make up all kinds of arbitrary rules. I don’t recall anything written in the Book of Tanir that says women can’t enter Sosaram. Humans—not our god—have made up most of the rules. Besides, you’re also forbidden from entering Sosaram. You broke the rules in coming here. Was it the will of Tanir for you to knock out that priest? Isn’t that a grave sin?”


    “You’re right.” He sighed, remembering what he’d done. “It was a terrible thing. I shouldn’t have done it. But I tried to reason with the man—”


    “I know. I heard. The priest is a zealot and a glutton. He’s always sneaking extra food from the kitchen. Everyone knows, but they’re too afraid to say anything. The man is a bully.”


    They were quiet for a while, Freyia casting quick glances at him. Finally, she broke the silence. “We’re wasting precious time. We have to start tracking Chiro. He already has a head start. How long has it been?”


    “At least two hours. And no, you’re not coming with me. I can’t risk your safety. It’s stupid enough for me to come here and chase after my brother, but I made a promise to my father to protect him. I have no choice. You, however, have your life to think about.”


    “Well, I’m not going back. You can’t make me leave. Good luck trying.” She flipped a strand of hair away from her eyes and smirked at him.


    He knew trying to stop her was futile. When she was determined to do something, she was impossible. He’d learned that the hard way. Besides, if anyone could survive unscathed in Sosaram, it was her. She had the toughest willpower of anyone he knew. She was strong in a wiry, athletic way and skilled in hunting and tracking. They’d spent many hours and days out in the forest. She would be a good companion on his quest. He realized he needed her.


    “Are you sure you’re willing to take the risk and help me? It’s dangerous in Sosaram.”


    “I’m not stupid, Jeno. I’ve heard all the stories about this place. But at the same time, I’m skeptical. People tend to exaggerate and tell tall tales. The priests love to exploit people’s fears and drive them wild. I’ve seen it first-hand.”


    Her expression grew dark and desolate when she spoke, and it made Jeno worried.


    “It’s the second time you’ve spoken negatively about the priests. Do you doubt our religion?”


    Her eyes widened as if he’d slapped her. “How could you say that to me? I’m not doubting our faith. I’m only saying that the Book of Tanir doesn’t have answers to everything.”


    “That’s not what the priests tell us. Are you saying they’re wrong?” Though Jeno had often reached the same conclusion, still, he was testing her.


    “The priests are human and imperfect just like us. Some of them are vile, filthy pigs and a stain on our faith. Not the ones here in Maarn Castle, but back in Helden, where I used to live.”


    Her voice had a melancholy quality that caused Jeno to suspect that something terrible had happened to her in Helden. Nervous spasms twitched on her cheeks.


    “What happened in Helden?” he asked, trying to keep his voice calm.


    “I shouldn’t have said anything.” She sat on a mossy log, looking like she was about to cry. “I promised my father.”


    “You can tell me, Freyia. I’m your best friend. I swear I won’t tell a soul.”


    “If you did, it would break my heart.” She wiped a tear from her eyelash, her face flushed now. “It’s so hard… I’ve never told anyone.”


    He sat next to her and held her hands. “It’s ok. Everything will be alright—”


    “No, it won’t. They killed my mother. I’ve lost her forever.”


    “What? Who killed her?”


    “The priests.” Her voice was a whisper now, choked with tears. “She haunts my dreams. I feel like there’s this gaping hole in my heart from losing her.”


    Jeno stared at her in alarm. How could it be true? Why would the priests do something so evil? “What happened to her?”


    “They burned her at the stake. They claimed she was a witch, but she wasn’t. I know it.”


    “That’s horrible. I’m so sorry, Freyia.” As tears spilled from her eyes, he wrapped his arms around her, and she wept on his shoulder, big sobs of anguish. Why hadn’t he known this? He knew her mother had died, but Freyia had been vague about when and why, always changing the subject. Why hadn’t he thought to ask? There were whispers about her father when he’d arrived a year ago. Something about a secret shame and a once powerful man brought low. He was their new doctor—a master healer from Helden. They were fortunate to have him. But the priests always held suspicion in their eyes whenever he was around. And they looked the same way toward Freyia. He’d seen it but never thought much of it. Until now.


    Finally, the tears faded, and she looked up into his eyes and touched his cheek. She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, but she stopped. He wondered what it was. After a long while, she shook her head and began speaking again in a low voice.


    “So, the priests… they accused my mother.” Her face tensed as she fought to continue. “I watched those horrible men burn her at the stake. It was the most awful, evil thing I’d ever seen in my life. I still don’t understand how my mother could remain so serene and beautiful even up to the very end. She didn’t scream or cry out. She only stared at me with this intense love and sorrow in her eyes. I could see her whispering that she loved me.”


    She stopped, fighting the tears and the heartache, and struggled to speak. “I… I wanted to look away from what the fire was doing to her, but I couldn’t. Her gaze was so powerful that it forced me to look at her. But the amazing thing was that the image of my beautiful mother remained constant. She stayed whole until, at last, she vanished into the inferno. Who knows, maybe she did possess some magic because her gaze prevented me from seeing the horror of the fire disfiguring her. I only saw her radiant beauty and her kind eyes pitying me. She was my guardian angel, and now, she’s gone.”


    Jeno was speechless. How could the priests do that to her mother? He had known that, over the last ten years, the priests were fanatical in their pursuit of witches and wizards and anything magical. He’d heard the stories and even once seen an old man consumed by the flame. The smell of his burning flesh still haunted Jeno’s nightmares. For Freyia to be granted the mercy of not having such a memory must have been magic. Maybe her mother was a witch. But no, it couldn’t have been. He felt it wasn’t true. Tanir had granted Freyia the mercy of not seeing such a horror. Perhaps she was innocent. He convinced himself it was the latter.


    “It’s so terrible, Freyia. I’m sorry you lost your mother.”


    “My father tried to stop the priests. He pleaded with them and asked to have her accusations be brought before a judge, so he could prove her innocence, but they refused. The high priest had a witness who claimed to have seen my mother casting spells out in a field under a full moon, but I know the woman was a liar. She hated my mother and was jealous of her success. She was an old rival of my mother’s when they were younger, and they both vied for my father’s attention. I can’t believe she could have resorted to doing such a horrible thing. That’s evil, to me. But even worse was the fact that the priests didn’t give my mother a chance to speak for herself.


    “They threatened to throw my father into the fire if he continued pleading on her behalf. Later, they stripped him of all his possessions and property and claimed it for the Church. My father said the priests had tried to extort money from him in exchange for making the case go away. But he was angry and refused, and it cost my mother her life. In a way, I blame my father, and I blame the priests. We had nothing after that. It was a mercy that Lord Adoran invited my father to come to Maarn Castle. They were old friends from their days in the army. He saved both our lives from ruin.”


    “He’s a great man,” said Jeno, knowing it true. He’d seen many times the mercy and kindheartedness of their castle lord. “Perhaps the spirit of Tanir blessed you that day. The memory of your mother remains untainted by the fire, granting you peace through such an awful experience.”


    “You don’t think she was a witch? You don’t think that magic caused such a vision?”


    “No, I don’t. If your mother was falsely accused, then Tanir himself would have granted you such a blessing. The priests were wrong. I’ve heard rumors of them seizing the property of wealthy merchants using false claims. They shame Tanir and our holy faith. It’s a horrible thing. But you know not all priests are like that. Many possess a pure heart and spread the faith with honesty and integrity and a lack of greed.”


    “I know. The high priest of Castle Maarn has been kind. He’s helped me through the pain and the loss of my mother. He has guided me on my path of faith and kept me sane. But nothing has healed the hole in my heart. The loss I feel is immense. Every morning, I wake up missing her. I dream of her at night, and sometimes, I see her over my bed. I swear I feel her caressing my hair and singing to me.”


    The image of Jeno’s mother came to his mind. “I see my mother also in my dreams. She comes to my room. I’ve seen her.”


    “How old were you when you were separated from her?”


    “Only four years old. Too young. But the image of her is etched in my memory. I can still see her clearly.”


    “You should go find her, Jeno. Don’t wait for the perfect moment. Go when the door is open. Don’t be afraid.”


    “I’m not as rash as my brother. He was fooled by a lie and a trick. A wizard’s trick to lure us into slavery. It’s so obvious.”


    “But I’m here to help you.” She fixed her eyes on his. “And I won’t go back, no matter what you say. I won’t let you get yourself killed. Let’s find your brother together.”


    “Alright,” he said, squeezing your hand. “But you have to be careful. Ok?”


    “Careful is my middle name.” She grinned at him. “Let’s get going. Look over here. Fresh prints in the grass. The track leads along this path. It has to be your brother.”


    He continued holding her hand as they walked together, searching for more tracks. It felt good to be next to her. She was more than just his best friend, he realized. Everything about her clung to his mind. The way she moved like a cat, so lithe and confident. How she had the habit of playing with her hair. Even the way her nostrils pinched when she inhaled a sharp breath. The smiles that would spontaneously come to her face as she’d catch sight of something startling. He paid attention to everything about her. The thing between them was far more than friendship. And thinking like that brought a wave of concern to his heart. He was worried about his feelings toward her and the fact she was here in such a dangerous place.


    Now, the situation was far worse.
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    CHAPTER THREE


    They’d been tracking Chiro for half a day, and now the sun was high overhead in the hazy sky. During their journey they’d noticed a disturbing trend: dead trees, spoiled plants, and the smell of sulfur and rot. The forest had been slowly changing. It was stricken by a blight of some kind. Jeno had also spotted many runes etched on the earth. Charms made of vines and feathers were mounted on sticks that stood along the path. Likely, elves or gnomes had created them. The way was steeped in magic and implements of the dark arts. If such things were spotted in the human realm, the priests and soldiers would gather them into a pile and light a bonfire and cleanse the place with holy water. Even more, they’d root out the originator of such forbidden practices and burn them at the stake.


    But here in Sosaram, Jeno expected to encounter such constructions of magic, just not so many and not out here in the forest. Chiro’s tracks clearly led along the path, so Jeno didn’t know what else to do. Still, the charms bothered him.


    “The path is covered in them.” He stomped on a rune etched in the ground.


    “You don’t have to provoke the magic. I doubt it’s wise.”


    “There’s no one here. Besides, isn’t it Tanir’s command that we destroy blasphemies such as these?”


    “I suppose,” she muttered, giving him a sideways glance. “But it’s not getting us any closer to finding Chiro. You’re wasting time. Better just to leave them alone.”


    “I don’t like them. They’re everywhere now. I feel like we’re walking on a cursed path. It gives me chills just being next to them. How do we know we’re not being affected by magic?”


    “Am I acting strangely?” she said in a mocking tone. “Do my eyes look hypnotized? Then slap me and let’s move on. But until then, just ignore them.”


    Jeno tried but was unable to stop himself from sneaking glances at the runes and charms. Out of the corner of his eye, they seemed to move, to shift slightly like the flow of a river or the clouds moving across the sky. They constantly taunted him. Unable to control himself, he knocked a spiderweb-shaped charm off its stick.


    “Haven’t you ever wondered what they’re for?” Freyia frowned at him. “Instead of breaking them, why not try to understand them?”


    “You don’t believe magic is evil?”


    “Who said the things were magical? Maybe it’s art or a way for the people to mark their territory.”


    “By people you mean elves. We’re at war with the high elves. Don’t you remember our crusade?”


    She rolled her eyes. “These are probably wood elves. They are primitive and not as conniving as the high elves. From what I’ve read, wood elves live off the land and simply want to live in peace. How is that evil?”


    “The priests tell us they’re evil. That their charms and runes are evil. Isn’t that enough for you?”


    “No, it isn’t. The high priest of Helden said my mother was a witch, and they murdered her. The word of the priests of Tanir aren’t enough for me. I think there’s goodness in the world in lots of places, not just in the temples of Tanir. There’s beauty and purity in nature, not only in the teachings of our faith. That’s what I believe.”


    “You sound like a mystic, like the shamans of the Red Desert. They worship nature over any god and refuse to accept Tanir.”


    “You don’t get it. You misunderstand me. I believe the spirit of Tanir is imbued within all living things. It’s especially strong in nature where the spirit is pure and untainted by human emotions. In the cities and in the hearts of crafty men, the spirit of Tanir is the weakest. Don’t you feel it? Look around you.” She spread out her arms and closed her eyes. “Don’t you feel the power of our god in the beauty of nature?”


    Jeno stammered his retort and ended up mumbling. He did feel a power here, and it felt like Tanir. It felt like when he prayed to his god in the temple and in his room and out in the forest. The power was pure and strong here, but he wasn’t sure it was because his heart was open to Tanir and could feel him anywhere or because he was here in nature. But then he remembered something the high priest had said.


    “It’s true. The priests have said the power of Tanir was the strongest out in nature. I guess that’s why many temples and shrines and monasteries are located far from the cares and craziness of the cities. I suppose what you’re saying has merit. But there’s a problem here in Sosaram, some kind of a blight. Have you noticed it?”


    She bobbed her head and bent down next to a faded plant. Many leaves were rotting and yellowed and smelled of mold. Half the plants here were struck by the blight and even many of the trees. The farther along the path they’d traveled, the worse it had gotten. He glanced at a rune carved on the earth and at several charms: carved gourds and shaped vines standing at attention. Perhaps they were connected to the blight. Maybe the wood elves had made them to counteract what was happening here.


    But he shook his head, angry at himself for thinking such thoughts, and in a righteous rage, he kicked over several charms and smashed them with the heel of his boot. They were evil, formed by the hands of unbelievers. If he wanted to survive his journey in Sosaram, he had to hold true to his faith. Otherwise, he knew how easy it would be to slip away down the dark path leading to the madness of this realm. His father and the old captains had told many stories of soldiers who had disappeared into the night after showing signs of being enamored with magic.


    “Why did you do that?” Freyia narrowed her eyes at him.


    “This place is driving me nuts, I guess.” He took a deep breath and calmed himself. “I’m not used to seeing artifacts of magic all over the place. We were trained to destroy or burn anything that hinted of magic. I see them, and I naturally want to break them.”


    “You might want to restrain yourself.” She jutted her chin at the path. “We’ll probably encounter wood elves, and I doubt they’ll like the fact you’re destroying their work. They must be doing this for a reason. I suspect it’s related to the blight, and I don’t think the disease is caused by the wood elves.”


    “Enemy tribes? Or the high elves?”


    She shook her head. “No, something else. But whatever it is, I don’t like it. I’ve never heard of any stories describing a blight. We’ll have to find out for ourselves.”


    “Let’s get going.” He pointed at a footprint in the muddy trail. “I could use a good run. It seems like Chiro is sticking to the path.”


    “I’ll scout ahead. If you see any sign of him veering off the path, shout for me to stop.”


    “Ok,” he said, and they chased down the trail.


    *


    When twilight came, causing the sky to turn crimson, Jeno slowed his pace and shouted for Freyia to stop. She turned and studied him, looking just as exhausted as he felt. The lack of sleep and the long run had spent his energy. They rested by a stream and drank of the clear, cold water. He shared his food with her.


    “How did you know I was leaving?” he asked.


    “I must have heard Chiro earlier. It woke me, and I went to your room, but the door was closed, and all was quiet inside. I was worried either you or Chiro or both were going to leave without me, so I packed a few things and waited outside your door in the alcove.”


    “Sneaky.” He grinned at her and took another bite of bread. They would need supplies soon if they were to survive a longer journey. Unfortunately, they hadn’t found much of anything to forage along the way, and they hadn’t spotted any game to hunt. The farther along they traveled, the sparser the land appeared and the stronger the blight.


    They continued their hike, but Jeno wondered where they should rest for the night. The light was fading, and they had only another hour before it would be too dark to travel. The sky was a strange color of dark purple and orange hues. Jeno didn’t notice a moon out, at least not yet.


    “Look.” Freyia pointed at torches flickering off in the distance. Jeno snuck ahead and got a better view. Past a clearing, he could see the outline of huts nestled alongside a cliff. She crouched low and went closer.


    “Be careful,” whispered Jeno. He followed her, making sure not to step on any twigs or branches. His ranger training kicked in as he moved silently like a cat after prey.


    Closer now to the village, figures passed across a blazing fire. He could smell the sweet scents of something roasting, and he wished his stomach didn’t grumble so loudly. He strained his eyes to tell if they were human or elf, though he knew that Freyia was probably right. As they neared the settlement, shivers ran down his spine as one figure turned her head. Her lean face was illuminated by the light. She was a wood elf, perhaps of a similar age as Freyia, though elves lived much longer than humans, so he wasn’t sure. Her pointy ears protruded from long, wavy hair that looked reddish under the light of the fire. The girl was hauntingly beautiful with silver eyes that sparkled and danced as she laughed at another elven boy. She was talking in animated, exaggerated movements. Jeno hated the fact that he was drawn to her graceful movements and goddess-like allure. The elves were notoriously beautiful and often enticed soldiers to their deaths. Jeno forced himself to look away from her.


    The elves were preparing for dinner, but instead of meat roasting or stew cooking, they mashed roots of some kind. They looked gaunt, but their faces shone with mirth. Jeno could tell that the blight had severely affected this village. With no game to hunt and an absence of available fruit, vegetables, and herbs to forage, they would have had a difficult time supporting themselves. The strange thing was that Jeno’s father had often exclaimed how well-supplied and well-fortified their high elf opponents were, hardened in their gleaming cities and impenetrable fortresses.


    But spread before Jeno was an altogether different scene. A village affected by blight and famine and a people forced to harvest roots, mushrooms, and tubers to survive. But still they looked happy. This was a family, a tribe, a village brought together through adversity and unified despite their plight.


    Then he saw it. A sparkling shower of golden light shot into the sky. Squeals of delight and laughter. More explosions of light spreading and threading across the air, forming a tapestry of shapes: pumas sneaking, hawks flying, dragons flapping their huge wings, and sprites and fairies playing. The sounds were impressive in their recreation of a hawk crying, a puma snarling, and of fire issuing forth from the dragon’s mouth. All this display of light and sound came from an old elf’s hands. Jeno’s throat went dry, and his hands went cold when he realized it was magic. Though it was magnificent and artistic, the work of a true master, it was the evil all the same.


    Jeno looked away and shielded his eyes, afraid to be seduced by the power. Would it hypnotize and force him to step as a sleepwalker toward their village? Would he and Freyia be their next meal? Perhaps the elves put on the show nightly to attract animals and people to their village. Starvation could cause them to act in the most barbaric way. But then again, what did he know about wood elves? Maybe they were cannibals, or they justified the eating of human flesh.


    “We’ve got to get out of here,” he whispered, keeping his eyes averted.


    “Why?” she said, not caring to lower her voice. The sounds from the spells were quite loud now. “We need to rest, Jeno. Just because they’re elves doesn’t mean they’re a danger to us.”


    “You don’t know that. Besides, shouldn’t we wait back at the path, so we can continue tracking Chiro tomorrow?”


    “Don’t you think your brother would have come here? You know him. He’s not as afraid of magic as you are.”


    “It’s not that I’m afraid of magic.” He felt the anger in his throat. “My belief in Tanir and the teachings of my faith compel me to avoid magic, to destroy it at all costs. I’ve seen first-hand how magic can destroy lives.”


    “What are you talking about? What have you seen?”


    Jeno fixed his eyes on her and decided to tell her the story. She had to know how evil magic could be.
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    CHAPTER FOUR


    It was the first real day of his life, a chance to finally go deep into the heart of the Dekorian Forest. Jeno and Chiro were eleven years old today, and he was determined spot a magical creature. He knew he would. He could feel it in his bones. His father had often told them stories of his encounters with the gods and the magical creatures in the Realm of Sosaram. Dangerous creatures and wondrous ones, too. Most were harmless, their father had said, though the priests would certainly disagree. The creatures had come to life inside Jeno’s imagination on long, lazy afternoons daydreaming and napping by the lake near the castle. If only he could see one. To hold in his hand a feather, or lock of hair, or a gleaming, mystical scale.


    Ranger Ghorian was pushing them hard today. It was so obvious the man was trying to prove a point: that they were weak and out of shape. They needed to work harder. Not that it bothered the twins. They could hike all day, climb trees, swim lakes, do anything. They were tireless and the best of their group.


    Chiro was hiking alongside Ghorian, looking up at him. He always admired the ranger and looked to him for praise. He brushed a tangled lock of curly brown hair away from his eyes. Though they were twins, his brother had green eyes, but Jeno’s were a striking blue, and his hair was lighter and straighter and sandy-blonde in color. Another thing that distinguished them was the small, faint scar that ran along Chiro’s cheek from a time he’d been scratched by a lynx they’d been trying to hunt.


    “We’re going to beat our record, aren’t we? Will we do fifteen miles today?”


    “Likely.” Ghorian glanced back at the other boys lagging far behind. “If Tomaz and Carl don’t fall over from exhaustion.”


    “I could probably carry Carl, and Jeno could carry Tomaz. We’re strong enough.”


    The bearded ranger chuckled. “You probably could, but that’s not the point. Everyone needs to work together as a group. We’re only as strong as the weakest one here. Tomaz and Carl need to improve. Not everyone is as strong as you, Chiro.”


    The boy beamed. “But I can help them. Should I go back and get them to move faster? I can do it, if you want.”


    “That’s not necessary. I’ll head back and see what is slowing them down. Maybe they have too much in their packs. You just keep us aiming for that rocky outcropping ahead. We’ll lunch there and do a bit of practice drills. Sound off a warning if you see anything dangerous.”


    They carried spears, and some of the boys had short bows and quivers attached to their backpacks. Ranger Ghorian possessed a steel short sword, and strapped to his back was a beautiful elven-made bow he had won from a battle in Sosaram. The weapon was shaped from the finest ash wood and was Ghorian’s prized possession. He had used it to win many archery competitions.


    For the rangers, training meant practicing with real weapons. If they encountered a bear or a mountain lion, Jeno knew what to do in order to protect their group. Ghorian was an experienced hunter, though the boys weren’t too bad at bagging game. They had shot rabbits, pheasants, ducks, groundhogs, and smaller deer.


    “I bet we could go twice as far every day if we didn’t have those laggards to worry about,” Chiro whispered, glancing back.


    “That’s not the point. Weren’t you even listening to Ranger Ghorian?”


    “Of course, I was. Do you think I’m deaf? You know what I mean.”


    Jeno did know. They were stronger and faster than the other boys their age and even boys two or three years older. But he wasn’t about to let his brother win an argument.


    “Even heroes need armies and captains, or they’ll get killed on their own. You know the stories. Are you going to single-handedly defeat a mountain lion?”


    Chiro sighed as he gave Jeno a sidelong glance. The old argument had flared up. Rash and arrogant, Chiro always wanting to prove himself while Jeno tried to reign him in. It always led to a dispute.


    “Of course, we need armies. I’m only saying it’s better to be a hero and have stories written about you than to be a boring idiot, ignored by the world. I’m going to be a hero someday. I feel it deep inside of me. You could too if you weren’t so cautious all the time.”


    Jeno was about to issue a retort when he spotted something moving in the sky. The tree branches shivered under a sudden gust of wind. He scanned around, his senses sharp.


    There it was again, something moving. A bird of prey gave a shrill cry. Wings flapped and beat against branches. A huge eagle came crashing down through the trees. Jeno’s heart hammered wildly in his chest at the sight. The bird beat its wings frantically before landing not twenty feet in front of them. He released a held breath. At least, it was only a bird.


    Chiro had silently taken out his bow and nocked an arrow. His body was tensed, eyes locked on the bird. He wanted to kill it. Another trophy to brag about. But the bird was injured from its descent and was panicked. It flapped about like it was struck by a wild frenzy. Hardly anything to boast about if Chiro shot it.


    Ranger Ghorian was suddenly next to them, staring at the eagle. “It’s odd. The bird just fell through the trees.”


    “Maybe it’s old or sick,” said Ralph, a stout older boy who always carried a flute. He had a healer’s eye and loved to find new ways to tend to wounds and injuries. Jeno and Chiro had learned many things about healing from Ralph. “I once mended a falcon back to health. It had been injured in a storm.”


    “This one is too fierce to get close to it. It’s not old at all. And look at the wingspan,” observed Chiro.


    “Should we put it out of its misery?” Carl asked. The short, stocky boy still looked winded from the hike.


    “Nay,” said Ranger Ghorian. “The eagle is a sign of strength and power. We should let the will of the g—” The ranger stopped himself from saying the gods, as they weren’t supposed to speak of them anymore. It was unthinkable for the ranger to make that kind of mistake. They were at war with the gods and had been for years. “Let’s let nature take its course. It might be the will of Tanir.”


    “But it’s suffering,” whispered Carl, his blue eyes staring at the bird.


    The wind gusted up again. The eagle became agitated and flapped its great wings as if wanting to take flight, once again, but one of its wings was broken. Carl gripped his spear shaft like he wanted to end the bird’s misery. He took a step toward the creature, but the ranger held him back.


    “Don’t—”


    He was interrupted by a huge blast of wind. Jeno looked up. The tree branches shook and swayed. A shadow fell over the land and then disappeared, though the sky was cloudless. The eagle screeched and grew even more agitated.


    Ranger Ghorian’s prized bow was suddenly in hand. “By the gods… what is that?”


    Something massive roared past overhead. Huge wings that blotted out the sun. Was it a dragon? The creature circled back and descended through a clearing in the forest.


    “Get back!” shouted the ranger. “Defensive positions!”


    Instead of scrambling, the boys just stood there staring. Jeno could see it clearly now. It was a dragon. A gigantic monster with intelligent, gold eyes and black scales that shimmered in the sunlight. It was gazing directly at him. He could feel a faint pressure in his mind, something reaching, something pushing, something calling out to him. The sensation was maddening.


    The dragon opened its scaly jaws, and a stream of fire ignited the trees in front of them. The boys jumped, dropped weapons, screamed, and some ran, forgetting the issued command to remain in defense.


    A good part of the forest was aflame. Black smoke bubbled up from the burning trees. Jeno coughed and glanced at Ranger Ghorian, but the stupefied look on his face terrified him. His mouth was gaping open. Drool dripped from his lips. He grinned maniacally, staring with a crazed intensity at the dragon.


    “We’ve got to run,” hissed Chiro. “Let’s get out of here!”


    But the ranger didn’t move. It was as if he hadn’t heard a thing, or perhaps he was listening to something else in his mind. His eyes blinked rapidly, and he turned, eyes still glazed over, and raised his elven bow. He was now staring at where Carl was running through the forest. The ranger quickly nocked an arrow and fired. It happened so fast Jeno didn’t even have a chance to cry out.


    Carl screamed and fell over, his small body twitching. An arrow was lodged in his back. Shot by Ghorian, their protector and teacher. Another twang sounded. The ranger had killed another fleeing boy.


    Chiro tugged on Jeno’s arm, and they ran to hide behind a tree. “He’s gone crazy. The dragon is doing something to Ghorian! Is it a spell?”


    The dragon seemed delighted at all the killing. Smoke puffed out of its half-opened mouth. Again, Jeno felt the pressure in his mind. Thoughts, old and slow, malevolent and wild, coursed through his head.


    And then he understood the words. It was the dragon, speaking in a voice evil and hideous, like a snake.


    For my little ones… Revenge is sweet. I taste it at long last. Embrace the god of death, sick-minded mortals. Embrace death!


    Jeno clapped his hands over his ears and prayed for the voice to go away, but it didn’t. The dragon uttered curses, foul and cruel, as it watched Ghorian killing their friends, killing all the fleeing boys. He hacked them down with his sword and shot the ones who fled, until every last one except for Jeno and Chiro were dead. The blood and brutality were sickening.


    Tears flooded from Jeno’s eyes. How could they die so easily? Carl, Tomaz, Ralph, Paul, and even little Henri. They were all dead. Every lesson the ranger had taught them about swordplay, every lesson about marksmanship, had all been used against them. The boys never had a chance.


    Jeno swallowed, horrified, believing they were next. A quick glance at Chiro and they both bobbed their heads. They had to act. They had to survive this. But how? If they ran, they’d be shot. Hiding was the only option for now.


    Magic had done this. Something Jeno always believed was beautiful and mystical was really brutal and vile. The dragon could have easily killed them all, but instead, it used magic to slaughter children. Or maybe magic was the evil that compelled the dragon to do it. Whatever it was, Jeno now despised it.


    But then the violence stopped. Ghorian stood there, eyes mesmerized, his body rigid.


    The dragon flapped its huge wings and took several hops toward them. Jeno thought to flee but knew the ranger’s arrows were faster than their fastest sprint. And the dragon’s fire…


    The creature sniffed the air, swinging its long neck about as if searching.


    Who are you? the voice said in Jeno’s mind. His brother looked to him, eyes questioning.


    “Did you hear something?” whispered Chiro. “I heard someone speaking to me.”


    Jeno pointed in the direction of the dragon and put a finger over his lips, silencing his brother. It was towering over Ranger Ghorian, around thirty feet away from them. Its gold eyes stared intently in their direction. Jeno thought his heart would burst from his chest. They were going to die, either by Ghorian’s hand or by the dragon’s fire. But Jeno’s curiosity was strangely stronger than his fear of dying, so he foolishly took a step closer toward the creature.


    The dragon was terrible but beautiful. It was the first time he’d ever seen one, even though he had craved to spot one his entire life. And here he was, standing before an actual dragon, but it wasn’t like anything he had ever dreamed. This dragon had used dark magic to kill his friends. And instead of the dragon being dignified and wise, as his father had once described them, he found it evil and cruel.


    The beast sniffed at them, its eyes seemingly confused, but it didn’t kill them. Instead, it turned its gaze to the ranger and opened its mouth. Fire bubbled and shot out from its great jaws, enveloping the ranger in flame.


    Jeno cried out in horror. The man’s face melted until only bones were left underneath. The ranger crumpled into a burning mess. The smell was horrific: sulfur mixed with the smell of burnt meat. Jeno was filled with a sudden rage and a desire to kill the dragon. He grabbed his bow, nocked an arrow, and released. But the shot only bounced off one of its shimmering, black scales. The creature turned back to look at him and opened its mouth once again.


    His throat was filled with bile. He was going to die.


    “What have you done? Are you crazy? Don’t shoot it.” Chiro gripped his arm to stop him from taking another shot.


    But instead of pouring flame over them, the dragon only snorted and shook its head as if it were laughing at them.


    One day, perhaps, you might be a threat, young pups. But not now, hardly. It snorted again, shot a burst of fire at a tree, then it flapped its huge wings and flew away.


    Why did it leave them alive? Did it want witnesses to its crime? Was it expecting them to run back to Maarn Castle and spread the tale of the attack far and wide? Did it thrive off fear and the wildfire of retelling the story?


    “We’re alive. How is it that we were spared?” Chiro asked. His whole body trembled as he stared at the blue sky where the dragon was slowly disappearing. “Why us? Why do we live and our friends lay murdered? I don’t understand it. Do you know why, brother?”


    Jeno shook his head, perplexed. But he thanked Tanir they were spared. The old gods created magic and the hideous dragons. They caused the war and caused his friends—these boys—and Ranger Ghorian to die. Jeno realized the priests of Tanir were right; magic was evil, and creatures imbued with magic were evil, too. He vowed to destroy them. When he was old enough, he would join the army and fight against the old gods and the magical creatures in the middling world of Sosaram. He would fight them until he wiped them from the face of the world.


    Those boys didn’t deserve to die so young. It wasn’t right. One day, Jeno promised to avenge their deaths and kill a dragon for each of their lives. A life for a life, and a death for a death.


    One day, he promised he would.


    *


    Freyia stared in disbelief as Jeno finished telling the story. “I had no idea. What a horrific experience. No wonder you feel the way you do about magic. I’m sorry, Jeno. I’m sorry for their deaths and I’m sorry you had to witness such suffering and pain. It must have been awful.”


    “I still live with the memory every day. In my nightmares, I see those boys lying dead on the snow. They beg me to avenge their deaths. I guess that’s why I destroyed all the charms. I’m still angry about what happened.”


    She nodded in understanding and followed him back toward the path and away from the village. By now it was dark, and it was difficult to move stealthily. A few times, Jeno had made the mistake of stepping on a branch, and the cracking sound caused him to freeze. He waited a while for any signs of pursuit but relaxed when all he could hear was the fading sounds of the magical show, the laughter of villagers, and the squealing of children. He found a place to rest underneath an expansive, drooping willow tree.


    “But something still bothers me, Jeno. I don’t understand why we didn’t at least visit the village,” Freyia said. “We could have asked them about Chiro.”


    “Do you speak the wood elf language? I don’t even know what language they speak, but I’ve heard it’s different than the common tongue spoken by the humans and the high elves.”


    She was quiet for a moment but finally said, “I’ve studied a bit of the elven runes. In books only but I’m not sure how the words are pronounced.”


    “Why would you ever do such a thing? You know it’s forbidden.”


    “I found a book in the library and was curious.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Yes, I’m being serious, Jeno. I had an idea that I might be a translator or a spy in the army.”


    “But you’re a girl!”


    She gave an exasperated sigh. “Girls can disguise themselves as boys. I’ve done it before and fooled people lots of times. Don’t look all shocked at me. I’m lucky not to have such a shapely figure. It’s pretty easy, actually. I just wrap bandage cloth around my chest. Don’t you think my face looks a bit like a boy?”


    “Of course not, you look pretty, like a girl! I can’t believe you actually did that.”


    “You think I look pretty? I had no idea.” She smirked at him and prodded him in the ribs. “What, you don’t like the idea of having kissed someone who’d pretended to be a boy? Did I offend your sensibilities?”


    A hot blush came over his face at the memory of the night they had kissed while out under the stars. They’d broken curfew to escape the heat of the castle on a hot, muggy evening. Once out in a meadow, they’d experienced a flood of shooting stars while being serenaded by a chorus of cicadas and crickets. She had looked at him with her big, playful eyes and leaned in and kissed him on the lips. He’d kissed her back and had felt wild and hungry for her in a dangerous, forbidden way. He had stopped himself, but she’d looked disappointed. It was like she was unafraid of where they were heading, like she’d been there before. He’d often wondered about how she had acted.


    “It’s not like that,” he whispered, feeling embarrassed and stupid at the same time. It was like she was goading him. “It’s just strange; that’s all. Why are you acting so weird?”


    “Come on, Jeno! Don’t be so narrow-minded. I hate the idea of playing out some stupid feminine role prescribed us by the priests and the sensible morals of society. You’re a boy. You can do anything you want. You have a whole world of possibilities to look forward to. I’ve got nothing but fear, the fear born of watching my mother being burned at the stake. She was ambitious and did many of the things my father did. She could have been a surgeon, but instead, she had to be satisfied with being his assistant.


    “And look, her knowledge and expertise got her accused of being a witch. Women have to be careful. We can’t dream of doing great things, and if we do dream, we have to do it in secret. We constantly have to temper our ideas, our hopes and aspirations, with the sobering reality of the very real fear of being targeted by the priests. You have no idea how that feels.”


    Jeno was quiet then. He had no answer to that. He really didn’t understand how it would feel. In his life, he’d always thought he could do anything he wanted. His dream was to become a military strategist, a general, even, like his father. He had no desire to be a foot soldier or a hero on the battlefield like Chiro wanted. If he could, he’d avoid spending time sparring and learning to fight with a sword altogether. He preferred playing with the pieces, not enduring the cruelty of death and blood and the screams of the dying. It wasn’t like he was afraid or even a coward. It was more like he was disgusted with the harsh realities of the art of killing. The memory of Ranger Ghorian slaughtering those boys was too atrocious and vivid.


    “You’re right,” he admitted. “I had no idea. It was stupid of me not even to think about that. I’m sorry, Freyia. It must make you feel terrible.”


    She placed a hand on his stomach and cuddled close to him. “Thank you for saying that. It means the world to me.”


    It felt good to hold her, and he was glad she wasn’t angry at him. Her eyes stared up into his, and he felt the same hot flush of excitement as on that night with her under the stars. Her body twitched suddenly, and he looked around, wondering what had happened.


    “Ouch!” she said, jerking and twitching this way and that. Her eyes flared in alarm.


    “What is it?” He crouched, wanting to help her, but she shot up by herself and slapped her leg and stomped the ground.


    “Something bit me.” She danced aside, scanning the ground. He followed her gaze and stomped the ground with her, but without light, they were helpless to see what it was.


    She moaned in pain, gripping her ankle. “My god, it really hurts.”


    “Was it a snake?”


    “No, it wasn’t like that. Maybe a spider or something else. Who knows what’s out here?”


    “Let’s get back to the trail. I don’t want whatever bit you to do it again.” He helped her hobble over to the path. Once there, he felt along her ankle and found the bite was round and already huge and swollen. This was likely a dangerous poison. He remembered the stories he’d heard from his father of soldiers who’d died because of the poisonous things in this realm.


    Jeno hated himself for suggesting they come to sleep here instead of going to the village. Despite the magic and the elves, he decided he had to take her to them. Tanir would understand. Freyia’s life was at stake. They would go see if the poison was life-threatening. If it wasn’t, they would continue on their way.


    “It’s all my fault. I should have listened to you and gone to the village. I feel so stupid. Let’s go right away. I can’t see anything out here in the dark, and I can’t help without knowing what bit you. How do you feel now?”


    “I feel worse—it’s incredibly painful—but I think I can make it.”


    He helped her walk back toward the village, but she began to limp after several steps. The villagers had begun to sing, accompanied by drums and what sounded like a lyre. The music was strange and haunting, like what he had heard sung at a funeral. It was so unlike the playful laughter only a short while before.


    “My leg is starting to feel numb and tingling.” Freyia’s voice sounded frightened and constricted. “That’s bad, isn’t it?”


    “I’m afraid so. I hope the villagers have a remedy or know how to treat it.”


    “You hope? I’m the one who doesn’t want to die, Jeno.” Freyia laughed and stumbled a bit as he helped her walk.


    They were halfway to the village when Jeno felt her stagger.


    “I’m feeling dizzy, Jeno. I don’t know if I can make it.”


    “I’ll help you. Come on, keep going. We’re almost there.”


    She kept on, each step a struggle, but a few hundred feet from the village, she collapsed against him, falling unconscious.


    Jeno lifted her into his arms, but found it difficult to carry her the rest of the way. He shouted and shouted for help. The sound of drums and singing stopped abruptly. Figures moved around the fire, coalescing, and shadow shapes stalked through the field, intercepting them.


    His mouth was acidic from bile and fear as the wood elves came. He could feel something strange and powerful surging in the air. It was the same feeling as when the dragon had used magic to control Ranger Ghorian’s mind and the same as when the silver fox had cast a spell on Chiro. The foul feeling of magic was strong here.


    “Tanir help us and keep us safe from evil and harm,” he whispered. He prayed that his god would protect them and preserve Freyia’s life.
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    CHAPTER FIVE


    The song was the old dirge song. They sang it every night to honor the dead who had passed along to the twilight world, the place of black flowers and sadness. There the dead needed the familiar sounds of their loved ones singing for them, urging them on past the realm of sorrow and into paradise. There they would find the land of never-ending sighs and a land filled with the sweet and pungent fragrance of Sunvel and Sanjel, the eternal goddess of love and the god of war.


    The blight was getting worse, and Shani knew it. Though she was skilled as a healer and possessed the knowledge of the roots, herbs, and mushrooms of the forest and was adept in shaping charms and amulets and carving runes, this blight was beyond her ability to protect her people. But it hadn’t stopped her from trying. She’d spent countless hours over many months creating and placing runes and charms along the paths and casting the spells that protected their hunters and foragers from harm. She’d also surrounded their village with runes and amulets. But the charms around their gardens had only barely been able to stop the blight. Their crops were weak, and yielded little and unfortunately, their nut and fruit trees had died. The roots and tubers—being protected by Chali, the mother goddess of the earth—grew though their leaves often wilted and yellowed under the blight.


    The wild game had fled far from the blight and traveled deep into the heart of the Elder Forest. Several times, she had debated with the oldest tribe members and argued in favor of them relocating their village into the most sacred part of the forest. But Kanis and Drema said the gods would be angry if they lived there. Hunting was fine if you said the proper invocations. But it was several day’s journey to the heart of the Elder Forest, and it was difficult to hunt game. The hardest part was the journey there and back. It was a treacherous trek and filled with dangerous creatures. Every time their hunting groups had attempted the journey, they had lost at least one member of the tribe.


    Their ranks were thinning, but that wasn’t a bad thing. They were slowly starving to death despite her attempts at protecting them and fighting off the blight. Now, the most nutritious foods went to the younglings. Without them, they had no future. But the eldest and the strongest alike were perishing through lack of food, poison, plague, strange carnivorous beasts, or self-sacrifice.


    Shani’s mother was gone now, and the responsibility rested on her to be the healer and to protect the tribe. But she didn’t feel like she was succeeding. Her mother was more knowledgeable and more powerful. Worse still, the pressure on their village was even greater than before. Many of her tribe had left to find a new life in the cities, in Pereth or Drathan, but Shani always warned them not to go. Slavers motivated by high elf gold were everywhere.


    She sang another plaintive note and held it, feeling the power of magic surging through her voice. It fluttered above and danced around the flames. They sang into the fire, so their voices might join with the smoke and rise as sweet incense to their beloved departed. What a beautiful and sad feeling. It was like the loss of a friend and the joy of a newborn baby all mixed together. It made Shani cry.


    Several shouts disturbed her concentration and that of the others around her. The spell broke. The music stopped. Heads turned toward the dark forest. Who would be so foolish as to wander out beyond the protective wards at night? Certainly no one of the village. There was a stranger out there—perhaps many of them. Strangers were often dangerous. Could it be a group of slavers coming to prey on their vulnerable village?


    The hunters seized their spears and swords, a hard look of determination forming on their faces. Shani joined them in stalking toward the voice, an elven jeweled dagger in one hand and her bone wand in the other.


    Then a strange feeling came to her, softening her stride. There wasn’t any danger. She sensed no harmful intentions.


    “Be careful,” she whispered to the hunters. “The gods may have sent someone to us. Remember, we must heal all strangers and shelter all in need. This is the will of Sunvel.”


    Regor, their fiercest hunter, nodded in understanding. Though they had no official leader, Shani was the closest to it. She was the strongest in magic and the one who protected their people from the peril of blight and the strange creatures that infected the woods.


    She stopped and reached out with her tenderness and probed the area ahead to sense feelings. There, she found them. Two travelers, one was afraid and tired and the other was blissful—like in a sea of slumber—but the mind held the memory of extreme pain. It reminded her of the pain she had felt once as a child after being poisoned.


    Someone was injured and needed her help. She called out to the hunters and told them to lower their spears. There, beyond the poppy field, a figure was struggling under the weight of carrying someone. She raced to help them and called for Regor to join her.


    She stopped in her tracks, surprised. It was a human boy carrying a girl. And the boy looked almost identical to the boy who had come earlier that day. Was it the same boy or was it his twin? But when she went close to him, she realized it was a different boy. Under the light of the torches, she could see he had piercing blue eyes instead of green and had lighter hair. The face was softer, too, more devout, religious perhaps, while his brother was wild and eager like a lion.


    Though she hadn’t understood the boy’s strange language, he’d used pantomime and drawing to make her understand he was looking for a city. After giving him some sweet potato bread and a cup of wine, he insisted on leaving. Impatient, as she had heard the humans were, the boy lived up to their reputation and left. Though he was smart enough to take a charm that would protect him from the evil along his journey.


    While the boy had been here, she sniffed something strange about him. Even now, she couldn’t place it. This boy possessed the same thing as his brother.


    “Help carry the girl,” she told Regor. But when the hunter put away his spear and went to help, the boy recoiled protectively, fear raging in his eyes. Why was he so terrified of them? His brother had remained calm—curious even—when they’d met. This boy possessed a hatred and fear—of elves? She had heard stories of the human invaders attacking the high elves and slaughtering wood elf villages and hunting parties. Everyone avoided them and their fanatical-eyed priests of Tanir. What a strange god this Tanir, a god who claimed superiority over all gods and whose followers vowed to wage a holy war against the gods and the inhabitants of Sosaram. What a bizarre religion, so haughty and conniving. Shani prayed she never had to face the fury and fiendishness of their priests. Was the boy like them?


    She put away her dagger and wand and looked the human in the eyes. She asked Regor and the other hunters to retreat to their huts. With a kind smile, she opened her hands and showed the boy her palms in a gesture of peace.


    “Shani,” She placed her hands over her heart. “I am called Shani.”


    The boy looked confused for a moment but relaxed after seeing the men depart. He said something in his language and jutted his chin at the unconscious girl. Shani took a hesitant step closer and placed her palms on her head, making an expression of pain. The boy nodded, understanding, and Shani inspected the girl. The light was bad here, so she pointed at the fire. He bobbed his head again, and she helped him carry the girl over to the sacred fire.


    When she touched the girl’s skin, it was hot with a fever. Was it the plague or some sickness that might harm her village? She was taking a risk allowing the strangers here, but she figured something else was at play. The boy was chasing after his brother, and the girl had joined him. A sick girl suffering from the plague or some other illness would have never been able to travel this far into the forest. It must be something else.


    When they reached the fire, they set her down on a silk and woolen blanket. Shani quickly ran her hands and eyes over the girl and found it: a large spider bite on her ankle. Her heart sank with dread at seeing the signs. It was a deadly poison, one that killed within an hour. A red rash had already spread up her leg. Shani felt the girl’s pulse on her neck: it was very weak, and her skin was clammy and cold. The poison was enmeshed in her blood and moving toward her heart. Once there, it would kill her.


    A poultice or a potion would not work; it was too late for such mundane methods. She had no other choice but to pray to the Goddess Nalin, the harsh mistress of medicine and healing. But there would be a severe cost if she invoked the spell; someone here in the village must sacrifice a finger or a toe as an offering to Nalin. Otherwise, the girl would die.


    Was the human girl’s life worth saving? Shani stared into the boy’s eyes, probing for something to reassure herself. Then she felt it again. The same strange and powerful feeling emanating from the boy as she had felt pouring forth from his brother. The girl might not be special, but the boy certainly was, and that made the sacrifice seem worthwhile to Shani. He was handsome and had an innate power that radiated from his sapphire blue eyes. She felt drawn to him—attracted even—in a way she’d never felt with others of the tribe. This was a boy she could love; her heart told her the truth. He was filled with magic, though he probably didn’t even know it. He was likely afraid of magic because of his religion. It was said the humans worshipped this strange god Tanir, and their faith despised magic.


    But if she made such a sacrifice, would he love her in return? She doubted he would. Still, she had a duty as a healer to help this boy and girl from harm. And there was no time. If she didn’t act, the girl would die. She sighed and lowered her head in prayer, spreading out her fingers in supplication. Once she felt the demanding, urgent spirit of the Goddess Nalin, she reached for her dagger. Entering a trance and binding her will to the goddess, Shani splayed out her left hand against a stone. The frenzy of ecstasy built in her heart. The goddess was raging now, frothing in a wild, expectant joy. Shani must not hesitate or the goddess would be displeased.


    She pressed the blade down hard and watched in horror as her little finger rolled across the stone, blood spurting from the wound. She willed herself to ignore the pain, and she completed the spell. Her finger vaporized in a brilliant puff of smoke and shining silver particles. The offering had been accepted by Nalin.


    Golden light surged inside the human girl. The boy’s eyes flared in horror, and he recoiled from the light. He was afraid of Shani and afraid of the magic. But why? Shani was surprised and confused by his reaction. Still, the light worked its wonder and slowly burned every last drop of the poison from the girl’s body, bringing her back from the precipice of death.


    She would live, praise be to Nalin. The girl would live.
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    CHAPTER SIX


    Jeno clenched his fists so hard his fingernails bit into his palms, causing blood to seep from the wounds. This couldn’t be happening. There was an old god here in their presence. He didn’t know how he knew it, but he did. The magic was malignant and hostile and strong. It raged inside Freyia and cursed her soul. He knew she would never be the same. Once touched, magic always changed a person forever.


    But did he have any other choice? He had to save Freyia’s life. And now her breathing was easy and full, and she was sleeping soundly. The fever had left her. The spell had worked its magic and eliminated the poison from her body. But he still worried about the spiritual costs. Would she blame him for making the choice he did? Knowing Freyia, he doubted she would.


    The wood elf girl had cut off her own finger in a sacrifice to what—her god? The gaping wound was still dripping blood as the elf reached into a pouch and found a vial and uncapped it and poured the contents over the wound. She staunched the flow with a cloth from another pouch at her side.


    Jeno knew that, if it wasn’t for the healer, Freyia would be dead now. The poison was extremely potent. Whatever kind of strange spell or invocation she had cast had worked. Freyia was alive, for now.


    The elf put the blade over the fire until it turned a deep crimson. Then she pressed the blade against the wound and winced as the skin and muscles melted over the bone. Instead of bandaging her hand, the girl inspected her work and nodded in satisfied appreciation. It was almost as if she were admiring her work and coming to accept the fact that she had one less finger.


    Jeno cleared his throat and caught her attention. He bowed his head to the girl and placed a hand over his heart.


    “Thank you,” he said. The girl had sacrificed much to save a stranger—to save Freyia’s life. Jeno was astounded at the gift she had given. Her behavior ran contrary to everything he had been taught about elves. They were supposed to be evil and conniving and dangerous. But the wood elf girl proved the priests of Tanir wrong. She was selfless and generous and kind. Jeno supposed there were good and evil elves, like there were good and evil humans. But the thought was extremely unsettling to his beliefs. Still, he forced himself to give the girl a warm and appreciative smile.


    The girl returned the smile, an expression of shy attraction on her face. That’s when Jeno realized she was the same girl he had seen before by the fire. She was beautiful—a beauty that only the gods and the goddesses possessed. A dangerous, forbidden beauty. He supposed all elves were attractive, but after glancing at the curious faces of the other wood elves, Jeno realized she far surpassed them in her charm, radiance, and beauty. She was as tall as him but petite for her race. The other elves were easily a foot taller than Jeno, and the large hunter who had come with the girl was a hand taller than that. The healer was athletic and feminine and far shapelier than Freyia. He tried not to stare at the elven girl’s firm and upright breasts underneath her strap leather top. It was a hot and muggy night, and the wood elves seemed to feel little need for decency.


    But the thing about her that made him stare was her brilliant, silver eyes. She held his gaze and blushed slightly but didn’t look away. Instead, she reached out and took his hands, and a million lines of electricity sparkled up through him, sending his heart racing. She placed his fingers across Freyia’s neck until he could feel the strong beating of her heart. A broad, satisfied smile spread across the elf’s face, and she nodded.


    “Veniwaren,” she said, her voice as silky and sweet as a singer’s. She let go of his hand and touched her palms to her chest. “Shani. Bel waar Shani.”


    That was her name. She was telling him her name. He chuckled and mimicked her movements by holding his hands to his chest.


    “Bel waar Jeno.” He tilted his head in a query. “Is that right?”


    “Jeno?” she asked. Her eyes lit up, delighted and surprised. She answered by shooting out many undecipherable words, talking fast. He put out his hands, laughing freely, and shook his head and shrugged his shoulders, anything to try to show his lack of understanding.


    “I don’t understand a thing you’re saying. But thank you all the same.” She was amazing, he thought, and he was ashamed of himself for thinking the wood elves were barbarous people. Freyia had been right all along. They were simple, kind folk, and other than their curious glances, they left Shani alone with Jeno and Freyia.


    The elven healer stroked Freyia’s short black hair, intrigued by the color and the silky texture. Jeno knew the feeling of Freyia’s hair. It was soft and delightful, and he couldn’t stop himself from thinking back to the night they’d shared under the stars.


    A wicked grin formed on Shani’s face. She studied Jeno’s eyes and pointed at him and then at Freyia.


    “Daaral amares?” the healer asked and covered her mouth as she laughed.


    Jeno blushed at her suggestion but didn’t stop the girl when she took his hand and placed it on Freyia’s cheek. The healer nodded knowingly, and a broad smile played on her pretty face.


    “Daaral amares,” she declared, with confidence this time. Jeno almost expected disappointment in the healer’s eyes, but there was still a strong attraction and a glowing mischievousness. The girl bent over and kissed Freyia on her other cheek then kissed Jeno on the back of his hand resting on Freyia’s face. One eyebrow raised in a suggestive query as she looked up at him.


    She was flirting with him, Jeno realized. Even though Shani believed he liked Freyia, it didn’t seem like the healer minded at all. Maybe there were little or no morals amongst the wood elves, and they lived like the heathens did in the Red Desert. The tribes were notorious for their degenerate behavior.


    When she leaned in close and cupped her hands around his face, he put out his hand to stop her, but by mistake, it rested on her chest. He swallowed, trying without success to ignore the firm roundness that his hand felt. She looked down and grinned in pleasure. Warning chills spiked along the back of his neck. This had to stop.


    “No,” he said and pulled his hand away.


    She frowned and tilted her head, searching his eyes. “Namira amares Shani?”


    “It’s not that I don’t like you. But we shouldn’t. It’s wrong.” He glanced at Freyia, realizing he truly did care for her. All this flirtation with Shani felt wrong, especially with Freyia lying unconscious right here. Even worse, from the healer’s gaze, he felt she wanted more from him than was proper. It was immoral in the eyes of Tanir. Then his mind sobered as he realized that even being here under the magic and charms of the wood elf village was evil in the eyes of his god. The place was seeped in magic, and it was likely affecting his judgement.


    He had to get out of here. But how? Freyia was sleeping soundly, and she needed to rest. The problem was, did he trust himself to spend a night in this god-forsaken place? Shani was staring at him with a look of concern.


    She crossed her arms, and said, “Daaral amares Shani?” Her lips pouted as she waited for his reaction.


    He started sweating, wondering how he should answer her. Did he dare offend her? She had saved Freyia’s life. On the other hand, if he encouraged her, he might not be able to control what happened. The whole situation was beyond his experience and dangerous in the eyes in Tanir.


    Under the stress of the situation, his face must have appeared consternated. Shani mimicked his twisted expression and started laughing, amused and delighted at having provoked him. She leapt to her feet and twirled around in delight, dancing and singing a wild rhythmic tune. Then she started shouting at the top of her voice, “Daaral amares Shani! Soko je lai! Daaral amares Shani! Soko je lai!”


    The other elven women around laughed at her and waggled their hands in annoyed amusement. The males rolled their eyes at her and shouted back their irritation at her outburst, but they used soft tones with an air of being entertained.


    Jeno had never met anyone like her. She was as wild as an untamed horse, as crazy as a conniving monkey, and as focused as a puma. But he reminded himself that she was the embodiment of evil: a wood elf shaman who wielded both the power of magic and the ability to call forth the strength of the old gods.


    She was incredibly dangerous. But he couldn’t help himself. The attraction was too strong.


    Instead of coming back to him, the healer grabbed a girl’s arm, and the two skipped off toward a hut, disappearing inside. What a strange girl. She just left them like that without saying a thing.


    After a while, the remaining villagers went to their huts and left Jeno and Freyia alone. He yawned and lay down next to her, not daring to move lest he wake her. He tried hard not to think of Shani, and he prayed to Tanir that his god would give him strength to resist the wood elf and resist her magic.


    He vowed to leave this unholy place tomorrow after Freyia recovered. He looked at her face glowing softly under the firelight and touched her hair, and it felt wonderful and silky smooth as he had remembered. He closed his eyes and prayed earnestly to his god.
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    CHAPTER SEVEN


    He must have dozed off, for when he woke, the fire was dead, and the stars had shifted in the sky. There was a glow of golden color forming in the eastern horizon. Freyia stirred, and he realized his arm was wrapped over her shoulder. She cuddled close to him, mumbling something indecipherable. Her mouth parted, and a devilish smile came to her face. She had to be dreaming.


    “I love you,” she whispered, but her eyes were still closed. Who was she seeing in her dream? Whom did she love? Jeno knew he wasn’t the first boy she had kissed. Once he had caught her in the arms of a soldier back behind the stables, though later she insisted that he had forced himself on her. When Jeno tried to have the man reported to his superiors, she asked Jeno to let the matter drop. It seemed suspicious after he’d reflected on the situation. Was she in love with that man?


    But Freyia was his best friend, and he cared deeply for her. She might not possess the ethereal, goddess-like beauty of Shani, but maybe the wood elf had cast a spell over him, and in reality, she was actually old and ugly. Maybe that’s what she was laughing about last night: the fact that her magic had fooled him. The Realm of Sosaram was strange and filled with pitfalls and the stink of magic. The whole place made him feel unclean and in need of being purified at the altar of Tanir. But he had no idea how far the human camp was from here. In fact, he had no idea at all where he was.


    Thinking about his beliefs caused him to retrieve the Book of Tanir from his backpack. He opened it, tilted the pages toward the rising light, and began to read.


    After a half-hour or so of reading the sacred text, a calmness came to him. He felt at one with his god and at peace with himself. One verse of particular strength still resonated in his mind. Tanir had said, Banish the evil of magic from this world. There is no good spirit but the Spirit of Tanir. All others are dark imposters roaming the world searching for weak minds to control. Do the bidding of your god and destroy the unbelievers.


    Several elven men and women roamed the camp, gathering wood, preparing a fire, mashing roots and tubers, and readying breakfast. They whispered amongst themselves and cast curious glances at Jeno and Freyia. Were these elves evil? Was he required to obey the word of Tanir and destroy them? As if he could even if he wanted it. Despite being gaunt from a lack of nutritious food, the wood elf warriors were strong and wielded long spears with tips made of strange elven metal. Though Jeno often wanted to be a holy warrior for Tanir, he imagined himself fighting in a different way: with his mind and his cunning.


    “Jeno?” said Freyia, her voice weak.


    He turned and smiled at her. “You’re finally awake. I thought you might sleep longer, considering…”


    “What happened to me? I remember being bitten by something, but everything else is a blur. Was I poisoned?”


    “You almost died.”


    “What? You can’t be serious. How did I survive?”


    “You have the wood elf healer to thank. Her name is Shani.”


    Freyia’s eyes widened as she glanced around at her surroundings and spotted several wood elves looking at her. Jeno followed her gaze but failed to find Shani.


    “Where is she?” Freyia tried to push herself up, but Jeno held her back.


    “Relax a bit more. Don’t over-exert yourself. You had a really rough night.” He paused, unsure how to tell her the story of what Shani had done. He decided it was best to be direct. “I have something difficult to tell you.”


    “What is it?” Freyia’s expression grew dark.


    “The healer cast some kind of spell, a strange spell of sacrifice to her god.” Jeno grimaced at the memory. “She cut off her finger to save your life. It must have been an offering to her god. The finger vanished into smoke as if the god answered and accepted the gift. Then you were filled with this brilliant light. It was the most bizarre and incredible thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I still can’t get it out of my mind. After that, the poison was gone. Shani saved your life—at a great, personal sacrifice.”


    “Why did she do that for me?” Freyia looked shocked at the story. “She doesn’t even know me.”


    Jeno shrugged, surprised himself. “We were just two strangers who came to their village in need, and they helped us. I was afraid at first because so many of their warriors came rushing at us while I was carrying you. But then Shani sent them away, and it was only her helping you. I don’t know what she did, but it was a strange and powerful kind of magic.”


    “It was a miracle, Jeno. The priests always tell stories of how Tanir works in mysterious ways. Maybe in her simple beliefs, Shani worships the Spirit of Tanir but doesn’t know it? Maybe Tanir heard her prayer and has healed me.”


    “But how could it be? How could Tanir demand the sacrifice of a finger in exchange for saving your life? It doesn’t make sense. It has to be something else. The only explanation I can believe is magic. And that’s been scaring me down to my core. I’m afraid for your soul, Freyia. I’m afraid that whatever god or goddess who took the healer’s finger also took your soul.”


    She shook her head and smirked. “I’m still here, Jeno. Body and soul intact. I haven’t gone anywhere. No one has stolen my soul last I checked.”


    “Stop being flippant about it. I’m serious. I was worried and am still worried about you. You made me so scared.”


    Freyia’s eyes shifted over to where Shani was sauntering toward them. The wood elf’s curious gaze caught Freyia’s and a warm, sisterly smile came to the girl’s face.


    “Is that her?” whispered Freyia, her voice filled with awe. “You never said how gorgeous she was. My god, Jeno, she’s the loveliest creature I’ve ever seen in my life. She saved me?”


    “Yes, she did.” Jeno kept quiet about the girl’s flirtations and the almost irresistible desire he had felt toward her. From the inviting look in her eyes, Jeno knew she was still dangerous, and the danger wasn’t only in her; it was in him.


    “Jeno,” the healer said, smiling, and she sat in-between Freyia and him. The wood elf moved with such grace. She put a hand on Jeno’s leg and another hand on Freyia’s cheek in such an easy, familiar way.


    “Wow, she likes you.” Freyia glanced at Jeno. “And she knows your name? What did you two do last night while I was sleeping?”


    “Come on, Freyia. Stop teasing. It was nothing like that. I was here with you all night, worried sick. But we did find a way of introducing each other. She doesn’t speak our language, though I figured out a little of what she was saying.”


    “Well, teach me! I want to introduce myself and thank her.” Freyia looked at Shani and gave the healer a kind, appreciative smile. She took Shani’s hand and felt where the little finger was missing. Tears spilled from Freyia’s eyes as she inspected the injury. “Thank you, Shani. I owe you my life.”


    “Daaral drovenia. Veniwaren.” Shani kissed Freyia on her cheek and leaned back to study her. “Daaral waar…?”


    Jeno cleared his throat, realizing the healer was asking for Freyia’s name. “Tell her this. Bel waar Freyia. I think that means: My name is Freyia.”


    “My namm Freyjia?” said Shani, grinning. Though her pronunciation was wrong, her mimicry was quite good.


    “Yes, that’s right. My name is Freyia.” She looked to Jeno again. “What was it, again? Bel waar Freyia? Is that right?”


    “Ter, Ter,” Shani said, nodding her head.


    “That must mean yes, yes. Ter, ter.” Freyia found affirmation in the healer’s eyes.


    Jeno suddenly realized that his brother must have come through this village. Maybe Shani would know where he went. But how to communicate with her? He had an idea.


    “Jeno.” He pressed his hands against his chest. He drew two stick figures of humans and made a circle around them on the ground. He pointed at one figure and said Jeno and then pointed at the second figure and said Chiro. “My brother.” And he brought his hands together. “My brother.”


    “Chiro brudder? Ter, ter. Chiro dastrana.” Shani’s eyes lit up in comprehension. She had seen him! Jeno felt an enormous wave of relief. He doubted he was still here; otherwise, Shani would have taken Chiro to him.


    “Where is Chiro?” Jeno pointed off in several different directions and tilted his head in a query.


    “Ahh,” whispered Shani. “Where Chiro. Geran Chiro. Ter, ter.”


    “She’s understanding us. This is amazing. I always wanted to learn a new language.” Freyia beamed in excitement.


    “I think the wood elf language is different than how the high elves speak, though it is similar. That’s what my father told me. And who knows? It might be different from tribe to tribe. That’s how it is amongst the heathens out in the Red Desert.”


    Shani was carving the earth with her dagger. One looked like a single building, and the other looked like a city.


    “Kerawa.” She pointed at the drawing and then at a hut. Then she aimed her dagger at the drawing with multiple buildings. “Pereth. Chiro Pereth.”


    “Chiro Pereth?” said Jeno.


    “Ter, ter.” Shani looked sad saying the words. From the dimming in her eyes, Jeno believed the girl didn’t like the city or the idea of a city. Or perhaps she was sad from thinking that Jeno would leave.


    “That must be where Chiro has gone. A city called Pereth. Is that right?” Freyia looked at Jeno.


    “It has to be right,” he said and caught Shani’s eyes. “Geran Pereth?”


    Shani pointed lazily off in the direction Jeno thought was south, but her face was disinterested and sad. She didn’t like the idea of the city. But if he was right, the trail had been leading in that direction all along. If they’d only kept walking, instead of resting under the willow tree, they’d probably be close to Pereth by now.


    “We should go. It’s already been an entire night. Chiro’s getting farther and farther ahead of us.”


    “Can’t we wait a bit? Believe it or not, I’m hungry, Jeno. And I have to pee.” Freyia looked to Shani and put a hand over her abdomen. The girl understood and led Freyia away, taking her hand. Jeno went in a different direction and found a bush to relieve himself. He stared off in the direction of the city of Pereth and wondered how long it would take to get there. Was Chiro even safe out here in the wilds of Sosaram? Jeno prayed to Tanir that his brother was all right.


    Freyia and Shani returned, giggling like sisters. It surprised Jeno how quickly Freyia was taken by the healer’s charms. And then he remembered what had happened to him last night and became worried. Was Freyia finding herself under the girl’s spell? He could still feel the sickening power of magic everywhere, and it was significantly stronger when Shani was around. The girl was filled with an enchanting, vibrant power.


    “It’s the strangest thing,” said Freyia, filled with mirth. “I think I completely understand her. She’s a natural mimic and very patient. Don’t you think she’s the loveliest thing in the world?”


    “She is pretty. But I still think you’re prettier,” he said.


    “It’s kind of you to say that, but really, don’t be ridiculous, Jeno. Her beauty is on a completely different level. I’m totally smitten by her. If I was a boy, I’d be madly in love with her already. For her, maybe I’d be a boy. I wouldn’t mind it one bit. And despite you trying to hide it, I can see you’re also captivated by her. You like her, don’t you?”


    “She is nice—”


    “Oh, just stop with the nice and the pretty. She’s an angel. A goddess. Just look at her face. Stare into her eyes for an entire minute and tell me you’re not love-struck. Do it. I dare you.”


    Jeno swallowed a hard lump that had formed in his throat. He glanced at Shani and found it difficult to hold her gaze. At seeing his discomfort, the girls giggled and waggled their fingers at him. Then the wood elf motioned for him to sit next to her, and he hesitantly obeyed. She was so close he could feel her leg against his.


    “Daaral amares Shani?” the healer said, giving him a warm, tender smile. She cupped her hands around his face and beamed innocently.


    “What does that mean?” Freyia gave Jeno a curious look.


    Jeno really didn’t want to tell her what it meant, so he feigned ignorance and didn’t answer. At his lack of response, Shani reached down and grabbed his hands and placed both their hands over her breasts. His heart began to race in excitement, and he tried unsuccessfully to keep himself from squirming.


    “Oh, I get it.” A devilish look came to Freyia. “It means she likes you, like really, really likes you.”


    He studied Freyia’s reaction and spotted a twinge of jealousy on her face. But honestly, he wasn’t sure if she was jealous that Shani paid him such affection or that Jeno might no longer like Freyia.


    “That’s enough,” he said and stood. This girl was doing something to him—manipulating him—and he didn’t like it. He admitted he liked it, but he knew it was wrong.


    “We should go now.” He gave Freyia an urgent look.


    “What?” She scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. The girl comes on to you and you want to run away? What are you afraid of Jeno? It’s no big deal. She seems innocent enough, and she has a pure heart. So what if she’s an elf and knows magic? Did you ever consider that perhaps elves aren’t all evil creatures? Or consider that not all magic was evil?”


    “That’s heresy,” hissed Jeno. “If the priests heard you say that—”


    “They’d do what, burn me at the stake like my mother? Was that what you were going to say?” She shook her head in disappointment. “I thought I knew you, but it turns out I really don’t. You’re just another self-righteous zealot like the priests. What did Shani or these wood elves ever do to you to deserve your scorn? Think about it! They helped us even though we’re humans, and they probably hate humans because of what the soldiers have done here. And Shani cut off her finger to save my life. She could have simply left me to die, but she didn’t. What more do you need to accept and trust these people? Or are your prejudices so strong that you refuse any evidence to the contrary? Who the hell are you?”


    She exhaled forcefully and shook her head. “I regret even coming here to help you. If you weren’t such a dolt, you’d realize that I came because of you, not because of your brother. And I didn’t come to escape Castle Maarn or have a big adventure. I came because I thought… I thought I was in love with you. But now… I’m really not sure anymore.”


    Jeno was speechless. He looked at the sadness and disappointment in her eyes, and his heart broke. She was in love with him? She had been dreaming of him? Of course, she had been, you idiot, he told himself. The signs had been there all along. Why else would she have insisted on joining him on this crazy quest to find his brother? She risked her life by being here. It was all clear now: she wanted to be with Jeno, to protect him, and help him in something he thought was important.


    Shani glanced back and forth between Jeno and Freyia, her eyes concerned. She seized Jeno’s hand and pulled him toward Freyia. Shani did the same to Freyia until Jeno was holding Freyia’s hand.


    “Daaral amares.” The healer pushed them together until Freyia and Jeno were face to face. There was a fierce resistance in Freyia’s eyes, but Shani was persistent. She ran the back of her hand along Freyia’s cheek and tilted her head in a query. Freyia caught the girl’s expression and began to smile.


    Jeno was silent as Shani shuffled away, leaving them alone.


    “She really is a sweetheart. I should fall in love with her instead of a dense-minded fool like you, Jeno. But I can’t.” Freyia looked up at him. “It’s too late. I’m already in love with you, despite your weird peculiarities and zealousness. I only hope your eyes will open a little to the goodness all around you in this world and in the people here, including the elves.”


    “It’s confusing,” whispered Jeno. “I’ve seen with my own eyes the evil of magic. I’ve felt the sensation of magic several times since I was young, and I felt it last night when Shani cast a spell on you.”


    “I still don’t know if it is the magic that is evil or the people casting the spells,” Freyia said. “Maybe the citizens of Sosaram have a reason to be angry. Our armies have done terrible things in this realm. Since we’ve been too weak to seize the high elf cities, our soldiers have taken to slaughtering villages and burning dragon’s nests and setting forests on fire. We’ve certainly done a lot of terrible things to them. It’s not something that’s talked about by our teachers, but my father has told me many stories of the travesties done in the name of Tanir. Our holy crusades have brutalized many magical creatures and wood elf and gnome villages. Likely, the reprisals in our world are the result of revenge-seeking.”


    “But they don’t hate us here in this village.” Jeno scanned around and locked eyes with Shani. The healer was helping a few other women prepare breakfast. She caught his gaze, and her eyes were filled with curiosity and longing.


    “Luckily, it’s too isolated here; otherwise, they might have killed us.” A slow grin came to Freyia. “And of course, Shani likes you because you’re handsome, Jeno. If you keep staring at her like that, I’ll have to think you’re truly in love with her. Are you in love with her?”


    “No, don’t be silly.” He sighed, exasperated. “It’s like she’s put me under a spell. I don’t know, but it’s not natural. It has to be magic.”


    “You’re the one being silly. Of course, it is natural. Attraction is powerful and strong, and it feels like magic. It’s not logical or sane. She has you under her spell because she’s the most alluring and ravishing girl I’ve ever seen. She could bewitch anyone with those eyes of hers. I’ve also been struck by her power. But don’t call it magic. It’s simply her.”


    “It’s evil, Freyia. And the longer we stay here, the more vulnerable we’ll be to her influence.”


    “She sees me as a sister, but she sees you as a potential lover and mate. I can tell by how she looks at you and has looked at you from the start.”


    “But I don’t want that!” he hissed, balling up his fists. “The whole idea goes against everything I believe. If the priests knew my thoughts and knew the situation I’ve put us in, they’d convict me of being a heretic. And does Tanir think any differently?”


    “I believe our god does think differently than the priests. Don’t judge yourself so harshly. There’s no need to measure up to the artificial standards of people claiming to represent god. Go to Tanir directly without an intermediary—his spirit will guide you. Maybe what you need is prayer and reflection, not to react based on fear. You’re afraid of Shani. You’re afraid of how she makes you feel. I only wish I made you feel that way. I wish you found me so irresistible that you wanted to confess your sinful thoughts to Tanir. If only I was so lucky…”


    He waited for the feelings bubbling up inside to simmer. It was all twisted up in his mind. Finally, he looked at her, praying for her understanding.


    “I’m sorry, Freyia. And it’s not like that. Of course, I’m attracted to you. I think you’re beautiful.”


    “You really think so?” Her voice was soft now, eyes searching his.


    He put a hand on her cheek and smiled. “Absolutely. I truly think you’re beautiful. I do.”


    She blushed at that and looked down.


    “And don’t think for a second you haven’t made me think sinful thoughts.”


    “Is it confession time?” She winked at him.


    “Please, no religious jokes. I’m being serious.” He let out a long sigh. “It’s really not about Shani or about you. It’s about me. I’m the one who’s mixed up. Things are strange here in Sosaram, and it’s affecting me. I’m a mess. I feel I need some room to breathe and figure things out. I need to get out of this village. Please. Let’s leave and head to the city. Shani said Pereth was where Chiro was heading, and that makes sense. He wants to find my mother in the city of Drathan, and the only way he can find it is by locating people who know the way.”


    “If you’re so determined to go, then let’s go. But we should at least say goodbye to Shani. She did save my life.”


    Jeno nodded in agreement, and they shuffled over to where the healer was chatting with her friends. At their approach, the girl stopped peeling a potato and wiped her dagger with a towel. Her eyes looked worried as she studied Freyia and Jeno.


    “We have to go,” Freyia said and pointed toward the south, “to Pereth. Find Chiro. We say goodbye to Shani.” Freyia waved her hand as she spoke to the now crestfallen healer.


    Shani bowed her head in polite understanding. She selected several pieces of leaf-wrapped food from an earthen stove. The food smelled incredible. She handed several to Freyia and Jeno, and they accepted the gift. Jeno wished he had something to give back to the girl, so he rummaged around in his backpack and found the gems and the coins he’d brought. These poor, hungry villagers needed them more than he did. But when he tried to give a small sapphire and a silver coin to Shani, she laughed and refused, waggling her hand as if it wasn’t of value. The healer made a gesture as if she was eating, as if the only thing useful to her and her village was food. Jeno hung his head in understanding.


    They waved to the other villagers and received smiles and small bobs of their heads in return. Shani came close and hugged Freyia for a long time, finally pausing to study the girl’s eyes. The healer turned to Jeno and twirled her fingers playfully through his hair, her eyes wistful. She withdrew her dagger and cut a lock of his hair and tied it with a string, kissing it. He had remained still the entire time, feeling she deserved whatever she asked for. She had saved Freyia’s life.


    Freyia and Jeno grabbed their gear and left the village, waving goodbye one last time. After they’d passed the circle of charms and runes surrounding the village, Jeno noticed the sensation of magic had faded. The air felt cold suddenly, and the world was dangerous once again. His shoulders stiffened, and he prepared himself for whatever difficulties might come. They were on their own again.


    Footsteps sounded behind as they reached the path, and Jeno and Freyia turned to see Shani running up to them, out of breath. She held two small intricately shaped charms in her hand. They were made of twisted vines, small feathers, and tiny, glowing gems. The artistry was amazing. Seeing the designs caused him to remember what he’d done. It was the same style of the other charms he’d destroyed on their way to the village. He felt guilty at his actions.


    Shani handed one to each of them. Once in his hand, he could feel the sickening surge of magic raging up his arm. He fought the urge to toss it to the ground.


    “Awee el Jeno. Awee el Freyja.” Shani’s voice was broken with emotion. Tears spilled from her lovely eyes.


    Freyia hugged Shani tightly and whispered something in her ear. She kissed the healer’s cheek. They were both crying now and wiping their eyes. Jeno was amazed at how the two had bonded. But he remembered that the castle had had few girls her age, and likely, Freyia was lonely for a sister or another girl to befriend. Jeno felt guilty for insisting they leave so quickly, but he was determined to keep after Chiro.


    They again waved goodbye and headed south down the path. Jeno took one last look at the girl who still stood there staring at him with troubled eyes.
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    CHAPTER EIGHT


    After they had hiked the path for half a day, the weight of the magical charm had become unbearable. Jeno had long since put the gift inside his backpack, but still it hadn’t helped. Maybe it was the knowledge of what it truly was that cut into his thoughts and disrupted his mood. Or maybe the magic itself was sickening him. Freyia, on the other hand, kept the charm in her hand and studied it often with fondness. She wasn’t bothered by it.


    “How can you keep holding that thing?” he finally asked, unable to contain himself.


    She stirred from her reverie and looked at him with puzzled eyes. “This? Don’t you like it? I think it’s lovely.”


    “It’s filled with magic. From the moment I touched it, I could feel its power. I can’t stand holding it.”


    “What is it, Jeno? I can understand the incident with the dragon would freak out anyone, but to feel this strongly? What if magic is just a tool the dragon used with evil intent? The dragon did the evil thing, not magic. Do you hate swords and bows, too? Maybe Shani used magic with a pure heart and a good notion to protect us. I felt protected in the village, and I feel better holding the charm. Remember, I was the one bitten by the spider and the one who almost died. I’ll take any protection I can find out here in the wilds of Sosaram, and you should, too.”


    “It’s more than just the dragon,” he said, and he thought back to the time several years ago when he had gone on an adventure with his brother. He took in a long, steadying breath, and told her the story.


    *


    Jeno didn’t think it was wise for he and his brother to go hiking so far out into the wilderness, not without the rangers. But Chiro claimed that, since they’d turned twelve, they were old enough to brave it on their own. At first, their goal was to reach Red Bluff Falls, which was broad and beautiful in the late spring. But after reaching the falls in under two hours, they decided to continue to Dead Man’s Gulch, a place where bandits used to keep a camp before the rangers killed or imprisoned the lot of them.


    Now there was little left of the old abandoned camp: several burned out buildings, an old forge, a few tanning racks, a neglected garden, and a mineshaft opening. Chiro brought a torch, and they lit it and explored the gloomy mine, finding iron ore veins, carts, dingy leather satchels, discarded picks, and other assorted tools, but no bandits and no treasure.


    Tired of the mine, they left the camp and decided to penetrate deeper into the forest near a flower-strewn glen. They wound around the narrow valley until it dead-ended at a small cave mouth. Instead of turning around, Chiro bent down and peered into the cave. He crawled into it, returning after a few minutes.


    “There’s a faint light inside. I think it might lead to the other side of the mountain.” Chiro motioned Jeno over to the cave.


    He followed, and they shimmied through the dark and narrow passage until they reached a fern-covered exit. What they found caught his breath. It was the most amazing forest he’d ever seen, so lush and verdant, like how the books described tropical jungles on faraway islands. Vines twisted around dense trees thick with lichen growth. Mushrooms of many sizes and colors dotted the mossy ground. It felt like the garden of the gods. And maybe it was, for the entire forest was protected by sheer granite walls. The place smelled of sweet, tangy flowers, pine, and rich earth. The sounds of birds, insects, and frogs rang out everywhere, so vibrant and full, a complex melody that intertwined to create a mesmerizing song.


    “This is so cool,” Chiro said, grinning at his brother.


    “Dangerous, though. It’s getting late. We’re not supposed to roam too far away from the castle.”


    “Come on. Don’t spoil it. Look around you. It’s amazing!” Chiro raised his hands and made the wild hawk cry he had perfected over the years. The sound echoed off the cliff walls.


    “You shouldn’t be so loud. How do you know we’re alone here? There could be more bandits or wild animals. Now you’ve let them know we’re here.”


    Chiro was about to issue a retort when he stopped and stared up at the suddenly silent forest. His face went pale in alarm. Jeno thought about crawling back through the cave, but his brother caught his gaze and shook his head.


    “Please, let’s not leave yet. I promise to be quiet.” Chiro looked contrite and apologetic, so Jeno nodded his head, deciding not to go.


    They crouched and waited for a long while, following an old hunter’s trick. Soon the birds, insects, and frogs began singing again. Jeno let out a sigh of relief, thankful nothing was out there.


    “This time, we’ll be cautious,” he whispered, and Chiro bobbed his head in agreement. “Follow me.”


    He led them along the cliff wall, intent on circling around the forest before heading deeper inside. The entire sanctuary was probably a hundred times bigger than Maarn Castle, which housed more than a hundred souls. It would take some time for them to explore everything here.


    After completing the circle, they failed to discover any additional caves or entrances into the place. Only a few cascading waterfalls fed several streams that flowed through the enchanted forest. Jeno decided it was time to venture inside. His feet padded lightly atop the mossy ground as he snuck past fallen trees, lichen-covered boulders, and eventually, he aimed their path toward a towering oak tree surrounded by a stream. He was curious where the water went as he hadn’t seen any signs of water in the cave or along the cliff walls.


    They reached a pool standing before the oak tree where the stream flowed through and around its roots. On one side of the pool, he saw a crack in the upper edge where the water spilled into a hole. It must have been some kind of underwater cave. The opening was larger than the present volume of water, so he supposed when the flow was stronger, there was enough of an opening for extra water to pour through; otherwise, the forest floor would be flooded. It was an amazing balance of nature.


    He bent down and scooped some water, finding it delicious and cold, and his brother mirrored his movements. They looked at each other and smiled, delighted by the forest. This could be their secret hideout, a place they could come and create a tree house or a fort. Jeno’s imagination went wild. But a shrill scream shot out and interrupted his thoughts.


    It was an animal’s cry. The sound echoed across the cliff walls. It sounded like the howl of a dog. They chased off in the direction of the sound, still cautious, but their movements were urgent now. The creature was in pain. If they were fast enough, they might be able to help it. Though they had hunted when it was necessary, they had also adopted many injured wild animals and nursed them back to health. Healing was an art they were learning from the priests and the rangers, and it was something they were so good at their instructors constantly praised them.


    “There it is.” Chiro pointed ahead.


    Jeno followed his aim and discovered the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. It was a silver fox caught in a trap, but the unusual thing was that its fur shimmered and glowed in iridescent silver and golden light. Was it a magical creature? His mouth went dry, and he felt suddenly cold from a quick fright. Magic was evil. They were at war with the gods and the elves. They’d waged a holy war against the wizards and witches and magical creatures in the Realm of Sosaram. Had the cave somehow transported them into Sosaram? Or had the silver fox slipped into the human realm?


    “It’s so beautiful.” Chiro went to move closer, but Jeno held his arm.


    “You can’t touch it. Look at it. It’s filled with magic. We should leave it alone.”


    “But it’s injured. Let’s at least free it. One of the bandits must have set traps here and then never come back to harvest them. See? It’s looking at us. We have to help the poor thing.”


    The fox had the most intense, silver eyes. It was looking at them in desperation, its gaze pleading. It whimpered and gave a pitiful whine, reminding Jeno of a wolf pup with a broken leg they had nursed back to health. Even though he knew the fox was evil, he felt bad for it. Maybe they should let it out of the trap. Would that be a sin? Wasn’t providing mercy to creatures in need a core tenet of their faith? But he shook his head and fought off the feeling. It didn’t apply to magical creatures.


    “Let’s go. Leave it to die. It’s the will of Tanir that all things magical should die. You know that, Chiro. How many times have you heard the priest say it? Do you dare disbelieve and disobey the sacred words of our faith?”


    “But look at it. The poor thing is in pain. It’s helpless and vulnerable. How could such a thing be evil? It’s beautiful.”


    “The dark angels of the Goddess Garanax were beautiful, too, but they slew our army in Sosaram. The gods are beautiful. Our father said the fields and forests and the creatures in the Realm of Sosaram were hauntingly beautiful but deadly. Don’t be fooled, brother. Beware of magic seducing and corrupting your mind.”


    Jeno put a hand on his brother’s shoulder and turned him away from the fox. It whined even louder now, sounding more urgent and pitiful. He felt guilty for leaving it there to suffer and die, despite the knowledge of the teachings of their religion. He had always helped creatures that needed his help, no matter how small or insignificant. He had even aided a salamander with a missing leg. Was it really so wrong to help the fox?


    “I can’t stand its crying.” Chiro covered his ears. “I feel like it’s wrong, not helping it.”


    “We’re doing the right thing. You must stay strong.” He was determined to leave the way they’d come, not trusting himself to be around the fox. It could corrupt his mind or worse; at least, that’s what the priests had told him.


    The cries grew even louder, and the fox barked and yelped, its tones agonizing and pleading. Jeno covered his ears also, feeling even more guilty and sad, though he prayed to Tanir to give him strength.


    His brother bolted back. Jeno watched in dismay as Chiro ran toward the fox. He shouted for him to stop, but it was too late. He’d opened the trap and set the creature free.


    “What have you done, Chiro? No! You would bring the wrath of Tanir upon us?”


    But his brother ignored him. He was crouched over the fox, tending to it like he’d seen his brother tend to many injured animals.


    “Its leg is broken. Please, Jeno, let me help it. It’s like any other fox. Look, it’s licking my hand like a puppy. How do you know that the gift of magic isn’t simply a curse? Maybe it was only born that way and bears no malice toward humans. Please? You can look away and pretend it doesn’t exist. But at least let me bind its wound and give it a bit of dried meat. It’s skinny and looks starved.”


    “You’ve done enough damage by setting it free! We have to leave now. The eyes of Tanir are watching us. We’ll have to repent of this sin to the priest and do penance. Do you want to be an outcast? Leave the cursed creature to its fate.”


    “I will make amends to Tanir, though I doubt our god would punish me for helping any creature who’s suffering or in pain.”


    “Use your blade then; put an end to it. You know it won’t survive out in the wild, and we’re absolutely not taking it back and nursing it to health. Put it out of its misery.”


    “No! And I won’t let you do it, either.” Chiro’s eyes lashed out at him in anger, as if daring Jeno to stop him. He turned back to the fox and began to wrap a cloth around the creature’s broken leg.


    This wouldn’t do. This wouldn’t do! Fear jolted through Jeno as he remembered the priest’s warning against the terrible lure of magic. They had to be on guard at all times. At any moment, a witch or a magical creature might seduce them into sin or lure them to their deaths. He looked at the fox, and it seemed to be smiling in victory. There was an evil, conniving look in its eyes. It was rolled on its back in submission, but by its look, it seemed to feel it had won.


    He had to stop Chiro before it was too late. He was being manipulated by the creature’s magic. This had to stop. In a sudden burst of strength, Jeno ran at his brother and tackled him, knocking him away from the fox. Chiro grunted, and the creature yelped in surprise.


    “Leave it, Chiro! Damnit, listen to me!” He wrestled with his brother until he had pinned his arms to the ground. “It’s got you under a spell. Can’t you see?”


    “Get off me,” Chiro shouted, bucking and thrashing about until he knocked his brother off. He ran back toward the fox, but Jeno grabbed his leg, and he fell to the ground. Chiro kicked at him, and his boot connected with Jeno’s face. He yelled out in pain. He put a hand over his nose and found blood. His brother had broken his nose. Why had he done that? As he watched Chiro leave through tear-stained eyes, Jeno felt betrayed. How could he choose to help an evil creature over his own brother? The fox’s magic had to be controlling his mind.


    Suddenly, Jeno knew what he had to do. He reached out and gripped the hilt of his dagger. It had to die; otherwise, he and his brother were doomed. The fox appeared so weak, so vulnerable, but it was in control. They were two mortals waiting to be consumed by its magic, for everyone knew that witches and magical creatures fed on human blood. They grew strong from their power.


    Jeno rushed at the fox and stabbed down.


    “No!” screamed Chiro, and he tried to grab Jeno’s arm, but he twisted away in time.


    The fox reacted too slowly, and the blade punctured the side of its ribcage. The thing went wild, barking and snarling like a rabid dog. Mouth frothy and jaws snapping out, it bit Jeno’s ankle. He tried to kick it, but it jumped away, lithe and active now, as if it wasn’t ever injured. Had it all been a ruse to trap them? The thought filled him with rage.


    Blood poured from the blade wound, and its once beautiful eyes were bloodshot and furious.


    “Foolish human,” the fox hissed. “You think you can kill me with that pathetic knife?” A golden light raged inside the fox’s body, and the gaping wound sealed close. Its fur became clean and glowing once again, without a trace of blood.


    How was it possible? Jeno had stabbed it right in the heart. It should have been a killing blow. But his dagger was mortal made, he realized, unlike the sanctified weapons the soldiers used against the gods and magical creatures of Sosaram. It lacked the proper runes.


    “You are brothers?” The fox looked at Chiro, and its eyes burned with dark, sickening power. Jeno could smell and feel the stink of magic. “This will be good. You will see. You’ll die at your own brother’s hands. He’ll become my thrall in Sosaram. Now that he has so kindly freed me, soon he will be mine.”


    Jeno glanced over at the trap and spotted runes lining the jagged steel jaws. It was a sanctified weapon, created and used to trap magical creatures. A sudden thought hit him. It was his only chance. He could use it to kill the fox. But he had to act fast while it was focused on his brother. He couldn’t win against the both of them.


    So, he scurried over to the trap and grabbed it. He turned and watched in horror as the fox was casting a spell on his brother. He crept back toward the fox and raised the weapon. While the creature was distracted, he struck down at the creature. The thing yelped and cringed, but Jeno’s strike was faster. The fox cried in pain, eyes flared in alarm. The runes had worked. But before he could strike again, his brother’s iron grip seized his wrist. Jeno shoved him and kicked at his leg, tripping him. They both tumbled to the ground, and Jeno pushed him away while trying to hit the fox again. Twisting and fighting each other, he managed to wriggle out of his brother’s hold, and he smashed the injured fox with the rune-laced trap. It squealed and cursed and shrieked, but Jeno didn’t stop. He kept hitting and smashing it until blood spilled everywhere, and the creature no longer moved.


    The spell over Chiro’s mind broke. He lay on the ground, confused and shaken. Jeno turned back to study the fox. The words of the high priest of Tanir came to his mind. You must behead all creatures of magic lest their power comes back to restore them.


    He swallowed, frightened at the dire prospect, but a sacred resolve came to him, and he cinched the jaws of the trap around the fox’s neck, swallowed, and clamped it shut.


    A burst of eerie green light shone out, blinding him for a moment, and it was followed by an inhuman wail, a sound like demons. He remembered stories his father had told of the time he’d killed magical creatures and realized his experience was similar to his: the brilliant light and the horrific sounds.


    The fox was dead.


    *


    Jeno finished his story and locked eyes with Freyia, making sure he held her gaze. He wanted his words to have an impact.


    “After that, I was no longer innocent. I’d left my childhood far behind. By my actions, I believed I had become a holy warrior for Tanir, saving my brother and myself from the corrupting, evil magic of the silver fox. I’d seen again so clearly how terrible magic was and how we had to obliterate it from the world. I was determined to take up the fight. I still believe I’m compelled by Tanir to live by his commandments and to do his bidding.”


    Jeno withdrew the charm from his backpack and crushed the fragile creation.
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    CHAPTER NINE


    Freyia gaped in horror at what Jeno had done. She looked too stunned to say anything. But when he stared at the charm in her hands, determined to destroy the instrument of magic, she glared at him.


    “Don’t you dare touch it,” she hissed, cradling the charm protectively. “It was a gift from Shani, and it’s mine. You can do whatever idiotic things you want to with yours but keep your fear and zealous anger away from me.”


    Jeno took a step back and lowered his hands. “I’m sorry, Freyia. I wasn’t going to—”


    “Oh really?” She glowered at him. “I saw the rage in your eyes. You wanted to destroy it, didn’t you? Don’t deny it. I know you better than that.”


    He let out a long exhalation. “I don’t know what came over me. Maybe remembering the fox made me feel it all over again. I don’t want to lose you to magic like I almost lost my brother. It’s the reason I came here after Chiro. I really believe he’s been tricked and will find himself a slave. That’s why we need to get to him before he reaches a city controlled by the high elves.”


    “But the charm isn’t dangerous. Can’t you see? It hasn’t harmed us or led us astray. If it was made with evil intent, wouldn’t it have compelled us back to the village where they could butcher us or make us slaves? Come on, Jeno. Don’t you realize how ridiculous the whole notion is? I’m sure there’s evil in Sosaram, but Shani and her villagers are innocent. We were fortunate to have found them.”


    Jeno felt embarrassed and stupid for having broken the charm. Maybe she was right. But still, he had to admit he felt better now after being rid of it. The heaviness and tension around his chest was gone. Was it mental or had the charm’s magic really affected him so negatively? He had no idea why Freyia enjoyed holding hers. It was almost like she thought it was the most precious thing in the world.


    “I suppose you’re right about Shani and the village. But the charm felt wrong to me.” He spread out his hands in a gesture of peace. “Are we still friends? I promise not to bother you about the charm. Who knows? Maybe it will help keep you safe. After what happened last night, that’s the most important thing to me.”


    Her face softened, and she reached out and held his hand, squeezing it softly. “That’s very sweet of you to say, Jeno. I’m glad you care about me. Selfishly, I care about my own life, and what happened to me was a truly scary thing. If a charm can keep me from danger, then I’m fine with it. I don’t know if your father ever told you, but I’ve heard that many of the soldiers in Sosaram wear charms sold by the wood elves and the witches. The army allows it since there’s danger everywhere, and it keeps their ranks healthy and protected. Even the priests turn a blind eye to the practice.”


    “What?” Jeno asked, not believing what she said. “Who told you this?”


    “Several of the rangers and guards in Helden who had served during a deployment in Sosaram. They assured me this was the case. Think about it. If the army allows it, then why is it so wrong? There’s certainly evil and danger in Sosaram—look at the blight. The people here use magic to protect themselves from that evil. Why shouldn’t we? Otherwise, we’re vulnerable to injury, or even worse, death.”


    Now, Jeno felt really awful about destroying his charm. Had he foolishly put himself in unnecessary danger? But he shook off the idea—believing Tanir would protect him—and he turned his attention back to their hike. Freyia joined him, and the two walked in silence until the light was fading fast from the sky. He had hoped to reach the city of Pereth before nightfall, but he realized he had no idea how far it was. If only he could have asked Shani, but he knew that the concept of time would probably be a difficult thing to ask, and he didn’t even know if she’d ever been to Pereth.


    Before darkness settled, the path merged onto a larger, well-trodden road. He bent down and inspected the ground and found hoof-prints and grooves from carts. They were definitely going in the right direction.


    “This is a good sign.” He gave Freyia a hopeful smile. “We can’t be far from the city. Don’t you think we should keep pressing on tonight?”


    “It’s getting dark. Maybe if we started a fire, it would be safe enough to camp.”


    Jeno glanced around at the darkening forest. Insects were chirping, and owls were beginning to hoot off in the distance. Bats were circling and dancing in the sky, darting after bugs. He really didn’t want to camp out here, fire or no fire. He could start one with his flint and steel, but he preferred to stay on the road and continue their hike. Even reaching another village or a farm would be better than staying out here in this unknown land.


    “I can light a torch. I brought a few just in case I needed it. Are you too tired to keep walking?”


    Freyia shook her head. “Even though I don’t like it, we can keep going if you want. Save the torch until it’s too dark to see. It seems like a well-travelled road. I doubt we’ll have any trouble.”


    Jeno wasn’t so sure, so he kept his flint and steel handy in case he needed it to light the torch. After another thirty minutes or so, it was almost too dark to see anything. He withdrew the torch, and sparks flew up and caught with the pitch after several attempts, igniting it. He carried it as they continued walking, the flickering light spreading shivering shadows all around them.


    He wasn’t sure how long the torch would last, but he figured it would go for quite a long time. But after another twenty minutes, the torch sputtered and soon went out, the fuel consumed.


    “That’s it?” said Freyia, her voice disappointed.


    “Maybe this torch was old. I’ve got another one if we need it. This adventure isn’t going so well, is it?”


    “It’s ok, Jeno. Save the torch.” She paused a moment, thinking. “For what it’s worth, I understand your urgency in trying to find Chiro. I think it’s better that we keep pressing on until we reach Pereth. And it will be safer in the city, right? Let’s keep going. I can still sort of see the way. At least, we can try feeling our way in the dark.”


    “I don’t know how long that is going to work. Navigating by not bumping into things sounds like a recipe for disaster. Maybe we should rest, Freyia. I think I can manage to start a fire. We’ll just camp on the side of the road. It seems safer that way. Hopefully, less spiders—”


    “Don’t even say the word, yeesh. You gave me shivers all over and not in a good way.” She gave a nervous laugh.


    After a few attempts, he succeeded in lighting a pile of dried leaves and needles that Freyia had gathered. They added a few sticks and layered the fire until the flames caught hold. Unfortunately, Jeno knew all too well that, without larger pieces of wood, the fire wouldn’t last long. They kept gathering more sticks and searched the road for kindling, but it took too long, as each time, the fire almost burned out.


    “This isn’t working very well. I should have brought a hatchet or an axe.”


    “It’s too dark, anyway. Besides, I’m tired… and really sleepy.” Freyia yawned and leaned back against him. “Do you think its safe here? We’re not near any trees, and the road seems clear.”


    “How about we spread out the remains of the fire around us in a circle? The smell of smoke might keep insects and other creatures away.”


    “That’s a good idea, Jeno. It’s worth a shot.”


    So, they used the sticks and moved the remnants of the fire around them. He hoped it would work. By the time they’d finished, he was utterly exhausted. He cuddled next to Freyia, said a prayer to Tanir for their protection, and leaned his head against his backpack. He soon fell into a deep sleep.
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    CHAPTER TEN


    The low, throaty sound of growling startled him awake. He glanced around in the dim light but didn’t discover anything. Had the sound been from his dreams? He pushed himself up and unsheathed his sword, searching again. A faint light had begun to form in the eastern sky. It would be sunrise soon. Somehow they’d managed to safely sleep most of the night.


    But there it was again. A rumbling, menacing growl. Was it a wild cat or a wolf? Jeno knew the growling sound of wild dogs. He had been on a hunt where the rangers had been attacked by a mountain lion, but this sound was different. Deeper and more resonate and utterly frightening. He’d never encountered wolves. The rangers hadn’t allowed them to go trekking out at night when the wolves were active. It was dangerous at night in the forests outside Maarn Castle. Though he and Chiro had sometimes snuck out at night, he supposed they were lucky they’d never encountered a wolf pack.


    He bent down and shook Freyia until she grumbled and complained, but she finally woke and looked around.


    “What is it?” she said, but he shook his head and put his hand over her mouth to quiet her. Her eyes flared in alarm as she glanced around. He aimed his sword tip in the direction where he’d heard the sound.


    But then another growl came from behind them. A different direction and a different growl. Stronger and more threatening than the first. Then a third growl to the left. A branch cracked to the right. Another deep growl.


    It was wolves, Jeno realized. It was still dark, and the animals were too close for him to use a bow.


    Freyia was on her feet now, dagger in hand. She turned and pressed her back against his. They’d have to fight. Freyia seemed to remember something, and she crouched down, reached into her backpack, and withdrew a small metallic flask. She dipped her dagger into the flask, closed the cap, then put it away. Had she applied poison to her dagger? Jeno’s heart raced in alarm. Though the army had experts who were trained in poisons, women were forbidden to learn the deadly art as it was considered witchcraft. It was a sin punishable by death.


    “I know what you’re thinking. But I’m not a witch,” she whispered. “My grandmother taught me a few things—”


    She stopped herself when a pair of glowing, golden eyes appeared, stalking toward them. Jeno caught sight of more luminescent eyes coming at them from several different directions. Five pairs of eyes in all. Five too many. From the stories he’d heard about wolves, one was deadly against the untrained person. The trained soldier might be able to handle two, but three wolves was nigh impossible. Jeno laughed in bitter disbelief. Five wolves with magical, glowing eyes against two teens with a sword, a dagger, and no armor other than hunting leathers. It was unthinkable. And the wolves here were unknown and certainly more power than the ones around Maarn Castle.


    He made a quick, desperate plea to Tanir for the god to intervene and protect them. If Tanir was the spirit living in all things, then couldn’t he send those predators away? Wasn’t his god great enough to cause the wolves to flee? He prayed with all his heart.


    But still they came at them with a maddeningly slow pace. Jeno wondered if he possessed enough faith. Maybe Tanir had refused to listen to his cry for help. Jeno was weak and filled with doubts. And he was tainted by magic, cursed for refusing to obey the teachings of scripture. Was he cast out from the grace of his god? Had he done something to displease him? Maybe it was because of the violence he had committed against the priest. Despondent, he felt unblessed by Tanir. Even though he had crushed the charm, the corruption of its magic had still infected him.


    A huge wolf with silver fur and frothing fangs appeared from the shadows. Hackles raised high, it stalked directly toward him, paws padding through the lush undergrowth. But it kept its slow, steady pace. It was the pack leader. Jeno held the hilt of his sword lightly, preparing for battle. He could feel Freyia’s body tensing behind him, ready for the onslaught.


    It all happened in a blur. The wolf leader bolted toward him and leapt through the air. Jeno dodged the creature’s massive jaws and brought his sword down in a lightning-fast strike that bit into the wolf’s shoulder. The animal yelped in pain and danced back from his second swing. It was a good first strike, but it missed the wolf’s neck by six inches. Next time, he was determined to strike true.


    The other wolves hesitated in their advance, eying their injured pack leader with cautious looks. A surge of hope swelled in Jeno’s heart. Maybe they had a chance if they could only kill the pack leader or at least cause it to flee. But the wolf stopped retreating and only shook itself like a dog coming out of a lake. A swirling, golden light surged around the beast, and the light moved to where Jeno had injured it. He was shocked and desperate, seeing the creature could heal itself so easily. It was just like the silver fox had done. How could he kill such a beast?


    Jeno looked down at his sword and realized it wasn’t a sanctified weapon. There were no runes lining the edges. What was he thinking coming into Sosaram without a blade capable of killing magical creatures? It was a ridiculous notion that he could do anything to help his brother. He couldn’t even help Freyia and himself. They were doomed to die at the fangs of these wolves. He never should have destroyed that charm.


    The pack leader stalked toward Jeno again, ferocious and fearless this time. He knew he had to hack off its head or it would continue to heal itself. That was his only chance.


    “I’m scared,” Freyia said, trembling. “I don’t want to die out here like this. I’ve seen people—a caravan of people—eaten by wolves. It was a nightmare. I don’t want to die like that.”


    The leader attacked, blistering fast, and leapt at Jeno. Its huge fangs dug into Jeno’s arm before he had a chance to dodge it. Pain erupted through his arm as the wolf clamped down and thrashed wildly, slamming Jeno against the ground. Somehow, he managed to keep ahold of his sword, and he bashed the hilt against the beast’s head. But it just bit harder until the pain caused Jeno’s vision to swim and the world to grow hazy and distant.


    Freyia shouted and screamed like someone possessed. This was it. They were going to die. He felt another bite on his leg—more pain and more thrashing. His entire body was being shaken so violently his teeth clacked together.


    But miraculously, the wolf at his arm yelped and released its jaws. His vision came into focus as Freyia plunged her dagger over and over again into the beast’s neck and eye socket. She was wild and unyielding in her rage-filled assault. The golden glow in the creature’s remaining eye faded and smoldered like black smoke. Soon, its body went slack against him.


    How had she managed to kill the pack leader? He had no idea she was that skilled in close combat. A bow, yes, but not with the blade. But hadn’t she spent as much time in the practice yard as he had? She knew not only the dagger but also the short sword. It was all being put to good use now. The dagger and the poison…


    Pain exploded on his other side as another wolf bit him. He tried to move, but his body felt heavy and unresponsive. It was like his nerves were paralyzed, or he was plagued by shock. His eyes watched in fascination and horror as Freyia stabbed another wolf in its heart many times until it too died. But the strange thing was that the wolves weren’t attacking her. He scoffed in disbelief. It was the charm. It was keeping the wolves from biting her.


    Then he saw it. The edge of Freyia’s blade caught the light from the glowing horizon. There were shimmering red runes along the surface. How had she come to own a sanctified blade? But even worse in the eyes of Tanir, this blade was infused with magic. He tried again to sit up, but the movement caused the pain to flare up again. The agony crippled him. He exhaled forcefully, gritting his teeth. Stars sparkled in his eyes and ugly, moth-like black spots blossomed in his vision. He just wanted to sleep to make the pain go away. If only it would stop.


    “Jeno, don’t you dare go!” Freyia slapped him hard on the face several times, and his eyes opened in shock.


    “Let me sleep,” he moaned. “I’m so tired…”


    “I can’t, you idiot. The wolves are still here. They’ll devour you.” She glanced around, her expression filled with fear and consternation. “More are coming. Oh god, I can’t fight them all. They’re ignoring me and only going after you.”


    Another wolf snarled and leapt at him, causing Jeno to wince. Freyia stabbed the creature, and it yelped and retreated, curling up to lick its wound. She quickly took out the flask and dipped her dagger again, glancing around to track the wolves’ movements. But though they were scared now, they still circled patiently, intent on getting their meal.


    But his wounds were too deep and too severe. He knew he was going to die from shock or the loss of blood or from whatever diseases the wolves had. A memory came to him of the time a dog in the castle had come down with rabies. It was the blacksmith’s prized pet, a hunting dog from the wild northlands. Half wolf and half hound. It frothed at the mouth the same as these wolves. If he got rabies, it would be a miserable way to die. Jeno scoffed, knowing he was crazy. He wouldn’t last that long. And the time spent dying would be filled with excruciating pain.


    “I’m dying, Freyia.” His voice was a tormented hiss. “And it hurts so much. Please, just end it.”


    “No,” she shouted, her face determined and tensed. “I won’t let you die, Jeno. I won’t.”


    But he wished he could die. The pain was so intense it burned like an inferno. It wasn’t fair. He felt like she was torturing him by not granting him the grace of death. He’d been stupid breaking the charm. Why had he done it? He’d only harmed himself. Tanir had done nothing to help him. His god was leaving him to die, and Jeno felt like his faith was leaving him. But he refused to abandon his god, even though Tanir had abandoned him. He prayed over and over to Tanir, begging for mercy in granting him a swift death and a smooth passage to the light of his spirit. The eternal bliss of Tanir. It was written in his sacred script that all who confessed their love and obedience to Tanir would find that bliss after death. He believed his god would at least grant him this grace.


    “Show me a vision of your spirit, my lord Tanir,” Jeno whispered, closing his eyes. He hoped to see the grace of his god soon. But he only found blackness and the gold, magical eyes of the wolves and the grinning face of Shani. Consciousness faded, and Jeno abandoned hope.
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    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Jeno was startled awake by a hard strike to his face. Freyia slapped him again so hard spittle came out of his mouth, along with the taste of blood.


    “Wake up,” she shouted and hit him again. He tried to tell her to stop, but no words came from his mouth. She finally stopped hitting him when he locked his pleading eyes with hers.


    “Thank god. Just wait and die some other day. I’m trying to save your life, you idiot!”


    Her face was pinched and fatigued as she studied him, and satisfied, she dug into her pack again. His vision swam, and he felt a massive wave of fatigue washing over him, numbing his mind and tugging him back down into unconsciousness. He fought for a moment but then gave up and obeyed its wondrous feeling. He swam, floating in foreverness.


    Then something strange and powerful jerked him from the abyss. A woman’s disappointed face—was it the face of his mother? The woman of his dreams? Then Jeno felt something cool and tingling inside his wounded shoulder. He opened his eyes and realized that Freyia was applying an ointment. Was it a healing salve? She continued and applied it on the bite at his side while keeping watch over the now subdued wolves. More cooling came to the injury on his leg.


    She pried opened his mouth, and he felt several drops of liquid spreading across his tongue and numbing his throat. The pain slowly subsided, and he was filled with a giddy euphoria. Was it a drug? Had she given him opium or some other narcotic? The pain was still there, but it was distant and vague, like the irritating feeling of mosquitos buzzing all around you. The desire to sleep was stronger now, but she kept him awake, talking to him and shaking him from time to time.


    But then the loud growling of more wolves sounded, and from the alarmed look in Freyia’s eyes, he knew it was trouble.


    “It’s another wolf pack.” She sounded sad and despondent. “It’s a different leader. The other wolves are fleeing. I can’t fight them off. I’m too tired.”


    Jeno rolled his head to the side and watched in horror as a huge wolf with menacing, green eyes came stalking slowly toward them. The beast was so skinny its ribs protruded, and its dirty black fur was mottled and clumped. It moved with hunger and power. It paused before the other dead pack leader and sniffed it cautiously.


    “I hope it smells my poison,” she whispered.


    It was true. The beast sauntered over to another dead wolf and dropped its nose next to the wound that Freyia had caused. Its nostrils flared and twitched. Once more, it studied Jeno first and then Freyia. The wait was agonizing. When would it attack them? Jeno could barely keep his eyes open. The drug was strong now, and all he wanted to do was sleep. He closed his eyes and found bliss for a long, endless moment but found the shock of Freyia’s hand slapping him again.


    “Stay awake until I can bind your wounds. I don’t want you bleeding to death.”


    His eyes scanned for wolves. Where had they gone?


    “Don’t try to talk. Save your strength. The pack leader decided he didn’t like my poison. That was one smart wolf, unlike the other one. We’re still alive, Jeno. The Spirit of Tanir has deemed us worthy of remaining in the world of the living, at least for now.”


    Jeno scoffed. It didn’t have anything to do with Tanir. The magical charm had saved Freyia. And her skill with a dagger, her poison and medicine and sanctified blade had saved them. Their survival had nothing to do with a god, and he knew it. His faith had failed him, or perhaps his god had turned his back on him because Jeno had failed to obey his teachings. Though he believed it was the latter, he couldn’t discount the former.


    What did it matter, he thought. It was still almost certain that he would die out here. His body decaying in a blighted forest far away from civilization and consecrated ground. He didn’t want to give up hope, especially not considering Freyia’s survival, but he had to face facts. He was in no condition to travel, and he doubted her medicine would work to stop the infection and cure any disease he was exposed to. The worst was yet to come.


    “I’ve cleaned and dressed your wounds as best I can,” she said. “But I’m worried about your arm. The wolf dug in too deep. It’s a mess in there. I did the best I could, but I had to close the wound to stop the bleeding. You can sleep now. Let’s hope the wolves don’t come back.”


    He obeyed and closed his eyes and drifted off into that soothing black sea. Jeno dreamed of his mother hovering over his bed back in Castle Maarn. It was a recurring dream, the substance of which haunted his mornings long after he had woken. Her long golden hair spilled over her white flowing gown. She had the most intense eyes the color sapphires. She stared at him with sadness and longing. She reached out and caressed his face, causing him to smile. He could feel her soft fingers stroking him.


    “Where have you gone, my sons?” She looked over and found Chiro’s bed empty. “In the end, they always die…”


    “I’m here, Mother,” he tried to say, but he couldn’t produce a sound.


    “Tell me where you are, Jeno, and I will find you. Speak the words, not with your voice, but with your heart, and I will hear you.”


    He was about to try to speak again when he realized it was futile. What did she mean? How did one speak with their heart? The idea was strange, but then again, his dreams were always strange and vivid, filling him with terror and ecstasy often during the same night.


    “Do not believe the lies, my son,” she said. “Not all the gods are evil. Use your mind to discern the chaff from the wheat. It will guide you to the truth.”


    “No,” he shouted, but again, there was no sound. He hated it when the phantom of his mother spouted blasphemies. He shook himself in his dream, willing himself to wake. He couldn’t endure anymore lies coming from the illusion of his mother.


    “Lies, lies, lies!” He pinched his eyes shut and clenched his fists, and with all his might, he forced himself to wake.


    He felt something cool on his forehead. His eyes opened, and he found Freyia hovering over him in the dim light. Was it afternoon or the morning of the next day?


    “You have a fever.” She wiped his face and neck and studied him with a look of concern. “You’ve been babbling nonsense for the last few minutes about your mother and Chiro. Did you dream of them?”


    He cleared his throat. But before he had a chance to say anything, she lifted his head and poured some water into his mouth. It felt cool and refreshing as it swirled inside, and he was finally able to swallow it.


    “I dreamed only of my mother.”


    “Did she tell you anything?”


    “Only heresies.” He didn’t want to tell Freyia what his mother had said. It felt wrong to repeat the words.


    Freyia didn’t press the point and only nodded, dipped the towel into a bowl, and wiped his forehead again.


    “We have to get you to a healer.” She said the words like an indictment. “Your wounds are infected, and the fever is getting worse. There’s nothing more I can do. Your injuries are beyond my abilities. My grandmother only taught me the uses of a few herbs, roots, and mushrooms and which ones I should avoid.


    “In case you were wondering, I learned how to make poisons on my own. I simply made potions from the things I knew to be toxic, and I experimented through my hunting. I improved my skills by reading old books I found in various libraries. I know it’s outlawed, but I don’t care about the stupid rules of the old priests. They’re only trying to keep women weak and confined to child-rearing and housekeeping. I believe women have every right as men and should be able to possess the same knowledge and abilities. Why can’t they perform the same roles men do? It’s a good thing I think that way; otherwise, you’d be dead now.”


    She grinned at him. “I saved your life thanks to my heretical ways.”


    “Thank you, Freyia. You know I could never judge you.”


    “You’re being sweet now. I like that.” She kissed his forehead.


    “I don’t care what the priests say, and I doubt they care about me either. I’m not even sure if Tanir cares about me.”


    “You shouldn’t say that, Jeno. You have such a strong faith.”


    “But he didn’t answer my prayer. He’s abandoned me.”


    “No, it’s not true.” Worry lines formed on her forehead. “It must be something else.”


    “Listen, you were the one who saved me. Thankfully, you were kind and brave enough not to leave me to die. Any other girl would have left me.”


    “It shows how little you understand women. We’re not so weak of will and easy to frighten as men make us out to be. We’re stronger than men and more patient and willful. The leaders of the army are a bunch of idiots for not allowing women to fight amongst their ranks. No wonder they’re not winning the war in Sosaram. I’ve heard the high elf army has many women warriors, wizards, healers, spies, and even leaders. The high elves are more cunning and wiser than we’ll ever be.”


    “It sounds like you admire them.” Jeno narrowed his eyes at her. “And I didn’t know you had such privileged information… and such strange beliefs.”


    “That’s another thing women do. We hide things incredibly well. It helps that most men are dolts and unable to discern truth from fiction. So, we become masters of spinning illusions. Men often prefer the lie to the truth, despite the truth being planted right in front of their eyes. It’s not hard to fool them. Most men overestimate both their abilities on the battlefield and their skill at discernment, among other things…”


    She winked at him then looked off toward the setting sun as if caught up in a memory. Jeno felt she was truly a mystery. During this trip, he’d discovered many things about Freyia that he didn’t know. Things that made him afraid of her and other things that made him admire her even more.


    “I’m honestly at a loss as to what we should do next.” She studied him, a frown forming on her face. “I can’t leave you here alone—you’ll be killed by the wolves or god knows what else.”


    “We’re out of options. You might have to face the truth, Freyia. We’re alone and abandoned by our god in an evil realm.”


    “You shouldn’t say those things. Words are power. At times of difficulty, the weak willed and the weak of faith abandon hope and abandon their god. Don’t give up. Rely on the strength of your faith and the strength of your character. Have you ever considered that Tanir sends trials and tribulations our way to test our faith in him? It’s easy to give up but much harder to keep going despite all our troubles. If Tanir is an ever-present spirit in all the realms, then he’s here with us right now. Can’t you feel that?”


    Jeno felt ashamed at hearing her words. She was right. It was foolish of him to lose hope in his religion and his god. This was all a trial sent by Tanir to test him and test his faith, and he’d failed it.


    “Don’t look so downtrodden. It’s never too late, you know, to come back to your belief.” She nodded at him. “If you find it again, Tanir will give you strength and guidance through your difficult time.”


    “I will pray once again to Tanir. Will you pray with me?”


    She nodded and held his hand, and he closed his eyes and prayed for his faith to remain firm, for wisdom and guidance on his journey, for perseverance through his troubles, and to find his brother. And selfishly, he prayed that he would one day find his mother. That was the thing he most wanted in the world, he realized.


    A calm peace flooded his mind, and he felt the world was new, and his soul was, once again, right with his god. It was a good first step back on the journey of faith. He opened his eyes and found Freyia still in prayer, her eyes closed, lips moving faintly. She looked like a beautiful saint, the perfect picture of faithfulness and grace. Why had he ever doubted her? She was the anchor that kept him connected to the realm of humans out here in this strange world.


    When he looked to admire the forest, hoping to see the goodness of Tanir in his creations, his eyes settled on something traveling down the road. It was coming toward them. There were two spotted, chestnut-colored horses pulling a ram-shackled wagon. The driver was a dwarf-sized person with a bushy beard the color of fire.


    Jeno gave a silent prayer of thanks to Tanir. His god had heard him.
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    CHAPTER TWELVE


    I was Kanna’s own fool for leaving Seeli, thought Garain, and he took another swig of ale from the almost empty jug. He finished it off and tossed it behind him, feeling the pleasant buzz flooding his mind. There was plenty more ale where that came from. Jugs and jugs filled with forgetfulness.


    But despite his inebriation, his thoughts kept returning to that little village nestled in the foothills, the village of Vendig. It was a pleasant enough place and far enough away from his father to suit him. The ale was good, too. The elves had been decent to the dwarves, meaning they didn’t burn down their houses and run them out of town. They had a friendly enough community that kept him from hating the world.


    But there was something wrong with Seeli. Oh, she was pretty enough and young, filled with innocent thoughts and hopes for raising a family. She always talked about little dwarven children running around and playing in their backyard. She was kind to him, even though he was gruff and had barely said more than a few words all day. But she looked too much like Jani, and that didn’t suit him at all. Every time he had looked at her, it brought back painful memories.


    Where are the damn jugs of ale? He rummaged through the box behind his seat. The wagon hit a large root and almost knocked him off his seat. Damn trees and their damnable roots. Can’t they grow off in some other direction than the damned road? He spat at the tree and cursed the god who made it. The tree didn’t even move or acknowledge his presence. So much for talking to trees. You can’t get in a good fight with a tree, he mused.


    He finally found another jug and hauled it up and was about to open it when he spotted two people ahead on the side of the road. One was lying down—the boy looked injured—and the other was a pretty girl staring at him as if wondering if Garain was trouble. I’m trouble, all right, trouble to every jug of ale that was ever made. He scoffed and broke the jug’s lid and wrenched open the cork.


    Closer to the couple, the dwarf spotted three dead wolves and realized the two kids were human. It was the strangest sight he’d ever seen. He wondered what the hell had happened. Wolves never left much remaining and were rarely killed except against large numbers of trained enemies—not two kids. And humans never came to this part of the world. They were farther south and to the east, trying to invade and conquer the high elves. Fat chance of that ever being successful. The humans had been at it for many years and had been barely successful at raiding and pillaging wood elf villages, producing half-human, half-elf bastards, trying to spread their ridiculous religion, and being a particular annoyance to everyone involved. Thinking about humans made him want to hurl.


    He grabbed the reins and was about to urge the horses on when the girl’s gaze locked with his. Her eyes were as bright as beaming emeralds but were filled with such desperation and honest fatigue that Garain felt compelled to help her.


    “She must be a witch. I hate magic,” he muttered and tugged back on the reins, slowing the horses. He stared first at the girl and then at the boy. He wore hunting leathers covered in blood and had blood-soaked bandages on his arm, his side, and his leg. The girl’s white blouse also had blood spatters, but she was uninjured. The dwarf hadn’t spoken to anyone in days, so he cleared his throat and hoped his voice didn’t croak like a frog’s.


    “I suppose I have to speak the damned common tongue.” He spat at the road. “What the hell are two human kids doing here? Damned pests. Menace to this damned world. Not that it can get any worse than it already is.”


    He took another swig of the ale and studied their reactions. Surprisingly, the girl only smiled.


    “You speak the common language so well. How did you learn it?”


    “We’re not all as backward and uneducated as the wood elves. Most people can speak it.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You might not know it, but the common tongue originally came from the dwarves though the humans, and the elves bastardized it and changed it. And now, most people in the cities use that variant, except the damned high elves. Oh, they can speak it alright, but they love to show their superiority and speak their nasty language. Hurts the ears to hear it.”


    He grunted, swallowed another swig, and stared at her.


    “It’s a relief to see you here. As you can see, we’re in quite a bit of trouble. We would appreciate a ride to Pereth.” The lass tilted her head in a query, making Garain wish she wasn’t so damned pretty. He should’ve just left them on the road. Wolf bait. Even the wolves needed to eat in this blight-forsaken forest. But before he could issue a snarky retort, the girl beat him to it.


    “I assume that’s where you’re heading? To Pereth to seek your fortune, to trade goods, or…?”


    “Drink myself to death would be another option. Like you care if I die or not.”


    “Of course, I care. You’re our only hope of surviving. If you died from the drink, we’d be dead as well. But you’re not dead, and you look quite sober.” She had the audacity to grin at him.


    He took another long drink and glared at her. “I merely happen to hold my liquor well. What others call drunk, I call functioning. Why should I help you two? Ya got blood all over your clothes.”


    “Can’t you see it’s already dried?” She stood and walked over to him. “We won’t bother you or upset anything in your cart. We merely ask for a ride to the city, so we can find a healer. My friend Jeno is dying from the wolf bites.”


    “Damned human boy is probably diseased. Humans are filled with nasty diseases. You’re like vermin. And he probably has rabies or worse. He might turn into a werewolf. It happens all the time around here. Why should I let him on my wagon?” The girl was another story. She was better off without the boy.


    “Because I can see you’re a dwarf who’s filled with compassion.” She gave him a hard, probing look. “And someone who’s longing for companionship. How long is it until Pereth?”


    He grunted and spat again. “How the hell should I know? Never been to Pereth. Tell me this, ‘cause it’s eating away at my mind. What are two human kids doing here? I’ve never heard of anyone but soldiers coming to this realm, no kids and no women. It’s weird, seeing you here. At first, I thought you were half-elves…”


    The boy decided to speak. “I came here after my brother, but we lost his trail. He’s looking for our mother in the city of Drathan.”


    Garain frowned and shook his head. “Foolish. The boy will likely get sold as a slave. He’ll be some pet for a high elf nobleman. Entertainment for all his long-eared friends. Your brother will fetch a high price if he looks anything like you. I hate to bear the bad news, but this world is a harsh place. Don’t look so sad about it.”


    But the color had drained from the girl’s face, and the boy looked crestfallen.


    “Now, now, it’s not that bad,” said Garain. “You might be able to find him. But you won’t be able to do anything in your condition. You need a healer.”


    The girl brightened at the suggestion, and she nodded her head in agreement. Garain sighed and waved them over, knowing he would regret helping the pair. But he couldn’t just leave them here to die. Even he wasn’t that cruel. The girl helped the boy hobble over to the back of the wagon, and she grabbed their packs and weapons and climbed on.


    Garain snapped the reins and tried to ignore them as the horses plodded along.


    “I’m Freyia, by the way. What brings you to Pereth?” the girl asked, her voice bright and curious. He turned back and saw that she was studying the sparse contents of the wagon. “Are you a trader?”


    “No, not really. I’m a tinkerer of sorts. I do a bit of this and a bit of that. But mostly, I like to drink.”


    The girl scowled at him. “My uncle liked to drink. In my observation, people drink because they have problems or they’re avoiding something. What is it for you?”


    He snorted in response and clenched the reins, snapping them in irritation. Damned girl asking all her damnable questions. He should have left them on the road. Then he’d have his peace and quiet. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized he did need to talk about it. He’d been able to talk about things with Carr over a good mug of ale. But Carr was back in Vendig. His drinking buddy had made some good observations about the troubles in Garain’s past. But thinking about those things had caused pain and made Garain drink more to drown out the memories. Memories about his father and all the cruel things he’d done to him…


    “Are you running away from something?” The girl’s annoying voice again.


    He sighed and took another swig of ale, enjoying the bite of alcohol as it burned down his throat. It was going to kill him eventually, wasn’t it? But Garain wasn’t sure if that was such a bad thing.


    “Come on. We’ve told you why we’re here. Why can’t you tell us?” The girl raised an eyebrow and had the nerve to grin at him again. “We won’t tell a soul. Isn’t it better to talk about it?”


    But he couldn’t say a thing. He’d barely been able to tell Carr that his father was an arse and had treated him terribly. And that Garain had sold everything he’d owned and strapped up his two horses and a cart and gone from village to village until he’d settled in Vendig, at least until he’d left Seeli. Lovely girl but not as lovely as Jani. And the fact that Seeli looked like Jani made everything worse, no matter how hard she had tried to please him. And she did please him—did she ever.


    Garain grimaced, angry at himself again. Why did he leave her? Why couldn’t he just settle down and marry the girl and live happily ever after? Was he cursed? Yes, he told himself. He was cursed by his father. The bastard. That devious, sneaking son-of-the-devil. May the gods curse him with poxy all this life and a hundred more lives. But it still wasn’t enough. If Garain was brave, he’d have stood up to his father and killed him with his own bare hands.


    “Are you ok?” asked the girl. “It seems like something’s vexing you.”


    The dwarf tightened his grip on the reins until his hands went red. “I’m as right as the rain is wet and as dumb as the dead lying still under the earth.” Garain grabbed the jug and threw it against a rock, shattering it in an instant.


    Some nightmares were never-ending, he thought and urged the horses faster.
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    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    The headache felt like a hammer pounding away at his temples. The fever had gotten worse, and the blasting wind and cold spell they’d experienced crossing the Cracian Mountains hadn’t helped. Freyia had given Jeno more drops of the drug, but his mouth tasted dry and acidic as a result. He’d refused to take any more despite the pain. From his lessons, he knew that opium was addictive, and he didn’t want to become an addict.


    “If it becomes unbearable you have to tell me,” said Freyia, her eyes concerned. “I don’t want you dying from the shock of pain. The infection is spreading, and I’m worried.”


    “Hold the reins, young lass,” said Garain. “I might have something to help with the fever. My grandmother always gave us herbs and roots, claiming they helped.”


    Freyia took the reins as the dwarf rummaged through a few packs. After grunting and cursing to himself and making a mess, he finally found the pack he was looking for.


    “Here it is, a few packs of herbs. She gave them to me when I left. Peppermint, ginger, and yes, fresh garlic. I bought some myself in Vendig. Garlic is good at stopping infections.” He handed Freyia the garlic and returned to the seat. She used her dagger to crack open the bulbs and remove the husks, handing the raw cloves to Jeno.


    The dwarf glanced back and grinned. “Eat away, boy. Don’t want you sickening everyone with your diseases. That’ll make you better as a buzzard, unless that wolf had rabies, in which case you’ll go mad and die. I still can’t believe you’re not dead, yet. You’ve got a devil of a constitution. I thought for sure you’d keel over a long time ago.”


    Jeno scoffed and shook his head. That sure put him in a good mood. He reluctantly chomped down on the garlic and made a sour face, much to Freyia’s amusement. Garlic was supposed to be for cooking, not for eating raw. But the dwarf only smiled in pleasure.


    “Good, that’s just fine. Garlic is great for a number of things. Helps with your manhood, if you know what I mean.” Garain winked at him. “Not that you need it, you young rascal. You eat a clove of garlic every hour, and it should help your infection, at least until we find a healer. Shouldn’t be more than another few hours. The worst of the journey is over.”


    “What’s it like in Pereth?” asked Freyia, her eyes curious.


    “My grandfather went there in his youth. He told me all about it. He didn’t like it. Said it was a small city. A nasty, dirty shit-hole with too many half-elves and gnomes running about. Though he did say it had good ale and fine mead. Honey-mead is the best drink in the world, if you can find the good stuff.”


    “We’re too young to drink,” Jeno said, remembering the lectures by the rangers and priests.


    “Nonsense.” The dwarf scoffed. “You’re telling me that kids your age aren’t allowed to drink in the human realm?”


    Jeno and Freyia shook their heads in unison. Drinking heavily was also frowned upon by the priests. Many devout people gave up drinking altogether.


    “That’s ridiculous. Not even a taste?”


    “Too much alcohol is considered offensive to Tanir.” Jeno remembered a particularly brutal lecture by the high priest. “Children aren’t permitted a drink until they become adults. And adults are required to drink in moderation, if they drink at all.”


    Garain looked dismayed. “No wonder you idiots are losing the war. You must be awfully thirsty, then. Parched, I’d say. Considering you’re injured, you should have a good long drink and sleep off the next few hours on our way to Pereth. How about a taste of honey-mead? I’ll open a bottle of my finest. I’d be honored to have you share your first drink with me. Besides, honey-mead is good for your body. Warms you up and helps you to heal.”


    Jeno narrowed his eyes as the dwarf withdrew a long, slender bottle filled with a golden liquid that shimmered under the sun. He’d heard that honey-mead was good for your health and knew it was a prized possession. But should he go against the commandments of Tanir and imbibe in the drink? He thought back to his studies of the Book of Tanir and didn’t recall reading anything that prohibited children from drinking alcohol. In fact, he didn’t remember anything that cautioned against drinking. Maybe it was the priests who made those rules.


    He remembered his father drinking honey-mead, and it had smelled incredible. It couldn’t hurt, could it? Besides, he’d already taken the drug from Freyia’s flask, and opium and drugs such as those were considered a far graver sin in the eyes of the priests.


    “How about me?” said Freyia, beating his response. “Can I have a taste? I love the smell of honey-mead. It’s a magnificent drink or so my father says. I’ve always wanted to try it.”


    The dwarf snorted derisively. “He hasn’t had this honey-mead. I can tell you that. The crap brewed by the humans is rancid. You need to use raw honey harvested out in the wild from the Elder Forest. The finest spring water is required from the Pool of Infinite Thought, also in the Elder Forest. You need to choose the perfect yeast that’s only harvested from the skin of the tart, sweet plums—”


    “Also in the Elder Forest?” said Freyia, grinning.


    “Aye. As you can see, there are many wondrous things found within that ancient forest. But you’d need a respected and knowledgeable wood elf guide to be allowed inside. Otherwise, outsiders are slaughtered, either by the elves or the pixies or by their gods. It’s a dangerous and magnificent place.”


    “I’d like to go there. Have you ever been?” she asked, her voice bright and excited.


    “Once, I have. When I was a boy, my father took me.” At the memory, Garain’s face darkened, and his big hands clenched the reins so hard that his veins bulged. He went silent then, his expression morose as he stared ahead at the road.


    Freyia looked to Jeno with concerned eyes, but he only shrugged in response. They turned and sat side-by-side and watched the mountains behind them slowly fade into the swirling fog. They hadn’t even been able to try the honey-mead. But he didn’t dare interrupt the dwarf’s dark mood.


    *


    It was almost twilight by the time they reached the outskirts of Pereth. They waited behind a long line of farmers and traders, their horses and carts loaded with goods. Jeno and Freyia stared in amazement at the vast, cascading city. From Garain’s description of the place, Jeno expected it to be insignificant. But on the contrary, its smooth stone walls were fifty feet tall and were lined with archers and soldiers in gleaming golden armor. Many ballistas and catapults dotted the tops of the walls. Every five hundred feet or so, towers vaulted into the air, providing the defenders with a tremendous view of enemy armies.


    “You said this was a small city?” said Freyia, her voice incredulous.


    “Aye. We may be short of stature, but we dwarves build big cities. It’s part of our legacy.” Garain’s voice was filled with pride as he studied the massive expanse.


    “The dwarves built this city?” Jeno asked, astonished at the idea. He’d never heard of such a thing.


    “Yes, you ignorant dolt, and not just this city but all the elven cities. A thousand years ago, the high elves commissioned the dwarves to build their cities. Don’t you learn anything about history in school? I suppose not, knowing the sad state of your realm.”


    Beyond the outer walls stood layered buildings many stories tall. Lush gardens and trees covered the rooftops. And farther beyond was a core inner wall that rose perhaps a hundred feet and contained gleaming, golden buildings that looked like temples and towers and palaces. That section of the city was much smaller than the part housed between the inner and outer walls. Jeno guessed that was where the wealthy, the priests, and the nobility resided.


    Despite the massive size of Pereth, the city didn’t stop there. Shanty towns had sprouted up outside the walls along a river that cut through the city and meandered off into a forest. He had no idea how many souls lived in Pereth, but it was far larger than the largest city he’d ever seen. The city of Helden was perhaps one hundredth its size. No wonder the human armies had had such a difficult time breeching the walls of any city in Sosaram. They would need giants or dragons or siege instruments unlike anything they’d ever made. Jeno wondered if their leaders even possessed the skill to craft implements of war strong enough and on a large enough scale to conquer even one elven city.


    So, what were they doing in Sosaram? Defending the gates back to the human realm, harassing wood elf villages, felling giants, slaying lone dragons, and setting fire to unprotected dragon nests? Or was there a greater purpose in their actions? Did they even stand a chance against such superior technology and military power?


    We’re like flies buzzing and annoying a well-armored soldier. He might slap the fly from time to time or he might simply ignore it. Was that all they were to the elves? Annoying flies? Jeno shook his head in disbelief, thinking of the lies their leaders and priests told the common folk. And no one questioned it… Instead of wasting money on such a futile war, they should invest in strengthening their cities and improving the lives and education of regular people. They suffered greatly because of the sacrifices made in support of the war.


    “Just wait until you see the capital city.” The dwarf’s devilish eyes twinkled as he glanced back at Freyia. “Drathan is a vastly different measure of magnificence. I’ve been there many times and have always been amazed at the place, especially knowing our ancestors built Drathan. The dwarves used to possess the finest knowledge of stone-working and metallurgy in the world, until the high elves cheated us and stole our secrets. Then, with none of the power from our knowledge left and in little demand for our skills, we scattered like the wind. Some became farmers and tinkerers like my grandfather, others became merchants and traders, and many returned to the Gratharian Mountains to our ancient cities. It’s considered a sacred quest that every dwarf should undertake at least once in their lifetime.”


    “Have you ever been?” asked Freyia.


    “No, never.”


    “Then why don’t you go? It’s better than drinking yourself to death.” Jeno regretted saying the last part the moment it came from his mouth.


    Garain went somber after that—lost in thought—but it seemed like he was contemplating the idea. Maybe Jeno had stirred something positive in the dwarf’s mind. Whatever terrible things he’d experienced in the past, Jeno believed that, if he had something to look forward to, it might propel him out of his drunken, depressed state. At least, he hoped it would.


    Their wagon slowed as Garain was stopped by several sour-faced elven guards. They stared suspiciously at Jeno and Freyia.


    “Why are you transporting these humans? You should know better, you disgusting dwarf. They aren’t allowed here in Pereth. This isn’t Drathan…”


    Garain rolled his eyes in irritation. “Can’t you tell quarter-elves from real humans? Not all of ‘em have pointy ears like you pretty boys. They’re my slaves. I paid good money for them at the slaver’s market last year. Their mothers were half-elf whores. I even got their papers, somewhere.” The dwarf took another swig of ale and burped, casually scanning the cart.


    Someone shouted behind them, and Jeno caught sight of an irritated farmer waving his hand. The hurried guard made a quick search of the cart and waved them forward. After the dwarf snapped the reins and the horses tugged them on, Garain gave them a crooked smile.


    “So much for Pereth’s vaunted security process. The high elves are getting complacent.” He leaned back and lowered his voice to a whisper. “You two could have been spies or assassins sent on a mission, and you’d never get caught. Remember that. If anyone asks if you’re a human, just say your mother was a half-elf whore, and you look like the ugly father you’ve never met. Elven guards have an appreciation for sons of whores. It reminds them of someone they know.”


    Freyia grinned at the suggestion. “You’re bad. How’d you learn to be so wicked?”


    “Try growing up in a world ruled by high elves. You learn how to insult them in ways they take as compliments. They’re easy buggers to fool. It’s caused by a ridiculous self-confidence fueled by complacency and pride. Perfectly ripe and open for manipulation.”


    Past the massive steel and wooden gates, they found a broad square littered with more elven guards in golden armor. They held out their swords in a show of strength. Runes lined their sword edges and some—captains likely—wielded magnificent glowing blades and wore magical armor adorned with shimmering sapphires and emeralds. Those high elves had haughty expressions and stared suspiciously at the people going in and out of the city. They spoke in a strange language that sounded somewhat similar to Shani’s language, but their tones were arrogant and clipped as they talked to one another.


    Jeno spotted a group of gnomes in colorful silk robes standing on the side of the street. He thought of Chiro and the gnome. He stared at the group, trying to decipher if one was the same one from the forest. They caught his attention and glared back at him, wiggling their fingers as if casting a spell. Jeno felt the sickening power of magic rising in warning. But then it soon fell to nothing as the gnomes turned to look at something else. A shudder went through him at the eerie sensation.


    Half-elf boys and girls and many who even looked human were everywhere trying to sell drinks or snacks, but they avoided the soldiers. They never even paid Jeno and Freyia a second look and instead targeted the wealthier-looking caravans and carriages.


    Garain guided his horses toward a side street draped with clothes hanging from tiny balconies. Old ladies stood there smoking, gossiping, and staring down at the street. Many carts followed the same path away from the main street. “Take the first street on the right and follow the carts. That’s what my grandfather told me. Avoid the thieving city guards inside who’ll stick you with fake fines and trumped up charges. The bastards. Grandfather told me there’s a decent inn called the Frisky Pony ahead in the merchant quarter. We can ask the innkeeper to direct us to a healer. Hopefully, the inn is still owned by the same person…”


    “Your grandfather sounds like a good person.” Freyia eyed the dwarf.


    “Nah, the dwarf was a bastard spawn of the devil like my father. Evil right down to the core.” Garain gripped the jug of ale and downed another drink. “Grandfather was kind to me as a wee little guy. Then he turned hard and cruel when I became a young dwarf. He called it tough love and other nonsense such as that. At least, he never did such foul things to me as did my father. May the gods infest his bed with poxy and diseases of the night. And his lying whore of a wife.”


    Freyia cringed at Garain’s outburst and moved farther back on the cart. The dwarf didn’t even seem to notice, as he was so lost in thought. He remained motionless until they reached a dilapidated, multi-storied inn made of stone and faded wood. A broken-down sign outside had the image of a pony reared up on its hind legs. Jeno supposed this was the place. To the side of the inn stood a stable with many dirty, bright-eyed street urchins darting here and there, helping with the horses and the carts.


    The dwarf grunted as he got off the cart and grabbed an attentive boy by the shoulder. He spouted off a long list of commands and finally gave him a silver coin and promised him another when the boy finished. He jutted his chin at the inn’s entrance, and Jeno and Freya took their things and followed him inside.


    “Looks like a proper shitty place.” Garain frowned as he studied the sparsely occupied inn. “Shitty and smelly like my grandfather’s arse…”


    The innkeeper was nowhere to be found, but a pudgy-looking bartender stood at the bar bothering an annoyed servant girl. The buxom, chubby girl wriggled successfully away from the handsy man. The few patrons inside sat alone at dingy tables and nursed big glass mugs filled with foamy drinks. The place reeked of old ale, sweat, and hopelessness.


    The bartender combed his curly mustache and scowled as Garain approached the bar.


    “Where’s the innkeeper?”


    “You are speaking to him. What do you want?”


    The dwarf scoffed and glanced around the place. “You may hate dwarves, but you won’t hate my coin. Looks like you’re in need of business.”


    “I do just fine, thank you. Now what do you want?” The man studied Jeno and Freyia. “Are they with you?”


    “Of course, they are. They’re my servants. As to what I want, maybe a room, if it’s clean enough. But I need to see it first.”


    “All right that can be arranged. Show me the coin, and I’ll take you to a room.”


    Garain reached into his pocket and lazily produced a handful of silver coins. He rolled his eyes at the innkeeper, who tried unsuccessfully to hide a greedy grin.


    “Excellent. Follow me this way.” The innkeeper led them up creaking stairs to a room on the second floor with a view overlooking the stables. The smell of horse dung wafted in from the open window. There were two beds covered in soiled blankets. Garain scowled as he inspected the linens.


    “At least there’s no bedbugs. How much?”


    “For you and your servants, twenty silver coins a night. And good luck finding another inn that’ll accept dwarves. You won’t find many here in Pereth. I’m surprised the city guard let you in at all. Twenty silver coins is a bargain for someone like you.”


    The dwarf sighed and balled up his fists like he wanted to punch the man. But he unclenched them, glared at the man, and finally handed him ten coins.


    “For the other ten coins, I need information. A reputable healer. My servant encountered injuries whilst on the road.”


    The innkeeper sniffed and studied the bandages covering Jeno’s wounds. Freyia had wrapped his side with some cloth, and he’d worn his second shirt over it. The pain surged stronger now, and he was unable to stop himself from wincing. His mind turned back to the memory of the opium-induced haze. He tried to shake off the idea of those drops rolling on his tongue and the blissful feeling of flying in a euphoric world.


    “I know of a fine doctor who can help your servant. But I’ll need those coins to give you the name.”


    “Give me the name first, then you’ll have your coins.” Garain’s voice was low and threatening.


    “Doctor Nasli. I’ll have my errand boy guide you there.”


    The dwarf nodded—irritated but satisfied—and handed the man the coins.


    The innkeeper licked his lips as he pocketed the silver. “Wonderful! Shall we go back downstairs? You look thirsty and hungry. My cooks are the finest in this part of town.”


    After all the walking and climbing the stairs, Jeno began to feel dizzy. The fever was stronger now. He stumbled on the way down the stairs, but Freyia caught his arm and kept him from falling.


    “You’re burning up, Jeno!” she exclaimed and cast an earnest eye at Garain. “We have to get him to the doctor. I think his fever is worsening.”


    The innkeeper scowled. “Fever? Why didn’t you tell me! If the boy’s contagious, then I can’t allow him inside my establishment!”


    “It’s not contagious, you idiot.” Garain shook his head in disgust. “It’s the infection from the injury. Now where’s that boy of yours? We need to go to the healer right away. Is this Doctor Nasli far?”


    “No, he’s right around the corner.” The portly innkeeper looked angry but too tired to fight with Garain. He cupped his hands and shouted, “Cray! Get over here, you little mongrel. I need you to run an errand.”


    A tiny, skinny boy wearing a ragged pair of overalls and a dirty, yellowed shirt came clopping in from the back room. He looked eager, but his pale gray eyes were fearful, and he winced whenever the innkeeper raised his hands.


    “Take them to Doctor Nasli. They need the services of a healer.”


    “Right away, sir.” The skinny boy looked at Freyia and smiled broadly, displaying two missing front teeth. “You’re really pretty, miss. Please follow me. Does your friend need help? I can ask my friend to bring his cart.”


    “I think I can walk,” said Jeno. “How far is it?”


    “Not far at all, sir. Come along.”


    The little boy seized Freyia’s hand and tugged her outside, leading them down the darkening street. Many lamplighters were making their rounds, aiming long poles with torches at the end into open glass and wire cases. Lights erupted, cases were closed, and the lamplighters moved on. The night was still and the street quiet save for the padding of feet down the dirty way. Two cats began yowling in earnest, and windows slammed shut several floors above in response. Around the corner, Jeno spied a couple arguing in front of a cart filled with cabbage.


    “I should’ve never listened to my grandfather,” said the dwarf. “’Tis a strange part of town.”


    “You’re right, mister.” The boy glanced up Garain. “Penny Drift Square is a dirty, nasty part of town, almost as bad as the slums outside the walls. A better choice is Market Street. All the reputable merchants live there. Inns are clean, and the people are honest. I wouldn’t recommend staying here long. I’d leave but my mum’s foolishly decided to live under the roof of that fat turd. He’s not my pa or anything. I don’t know who my pa is, though. Some soldier, I think. A human soldier. My ma says I look like him.”


    “What about Doctor Nasli?” asked Freyia. “Is he ok?”


    The boy paused a moment as if confused. “I don’t know nothin’ about medicine and healing and the like. I suppose he’s ok. Though he’s always a bit mean and conceited. I guess I don’t really like ‘em. Though he may be a fine doctor. Who knows?”


    “Do we have any other choice?” Garain said, and grunted. “Any other healers or doctors around here?”


    “Not that I’ve heard. He’s the only one that I know of around here. Maybe there’s more in the other districts. But they’re much farther away.”


    The dwarf shrugged. “Then I suppose we don’t have any other choice. We can’t let the boy die.”


    “We’re almost there.” The boy pointed at a sign with a large, glowing rune. “I’ll leave you now, unless you be needing somethin’ else?”


    “No, thank you, Cray.” Freyia gave the boy a small silver coin. He looked at it, and a huge smile spread across his face. “Thank you! It’s too much, but thank you, anyway. What’s yer name?”


    “Freyia. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cray.” She shook the boy’s grubby hand. “Use the money to get away from that vile man. Do you promise?” She studied him, her eyes sober and hard.


    “I will try. I can’t stand that pig. One day, I’ll go out and make it on my own. I truly will.” The boy bobbed his head and bounded away down the dark street.


    Garain rapped loudly on the door, and they waited, casting glances at the people staring at them from covered stoops and balconies. Soon, the door creaked open, and a thin, frail-looking woman with wire-framed glasses eyed them with suspicion.


    “What do you want?” Her voice sounded like the croaking of a toad.


    “We need to see Doctor Nasli. Our friend is injured and has an infection.”


    “Do you have money?” The old bat glanced from the dwarf to Jeno and Freyia.


    “Yes, of course. We can pay.” Garain show several silver coins. “Will the doctor see us or not? This is ridiculous. I don’t like this place one bit, and I don’t like how this woman is treating us. Real doctors need to adhere to a higher standard of professionalism.”


    “Do we have any other options?” said Jeno. He studied the woman again, worried whether other healers in the city might use magic. This place seemed more conservative and less mystical, other than the glowing rune. And the woman almost looked human. It seemed like a good sign. “Does the doctor use magic to heal his patients?”


    The crone looked at Jeno as if he were crazy. “The doctor isn’t a high-elf wizard, if that’s what you are asking. He uses medicine and is a distinguished surgeon if necessary. He’s no back-woods shaman, either.”


    “I don’t like it, boy. Let’s find another doctor. The place smells like embalming fluid. What kind of a doctor uses embalming fluid? Morticians do, not healers. Let’s get out of here.”


    “I have some gold and gems,” said Jeno, determined to be cured by a doctor who didn’t use magic. He felt it was worth whatever the cost. He’d done enough to offend Tanir, and Jeno believed he needed to stay true on the path of righteousness. Sending the dwarf to rescue them after his prayer was evidence enough that his god was listening to him.


    Jeno closed his eyes and prayed again to Tanir for guidance. When he opened them, a ruddy-faced half-elf doctor in a white medical coat peered through the open door. His beady black eyes stared at them with a curious, dull expression. He almost looked human.


    “What do we have here, Millie? Why have you allowed our patients to wait outside on our front step? Invite them in, please, and I will see to them.”


    “As you wish, Doctor Nasli.” The crone moved aside and motioned with her bony arm. They were greeted by an even stronger smell of the same chemical and the stench of the dead.


    “No, son. Let’s find you another place.” Garain looked at Jeno with pleading eyes.


    “Go along, you filthy dwarf,” said the doctor. “If you insist on dissuading my patients, I’ll call the city guard on you and have you thrown in prison. It’s unacceptable for you to disrupt my business.”


    Garain looked stunned and hurt. He just stood there while the doctor turned to Jeno and led him inside. “Come along now. Let me have a look at what’s underneath those bandages. Considering your high fever and bloodshot eyes, you’re in sore need of treatment. We’ve no time to waste. Are you coming?”


    Despite the hard lump that had formed in his stomach and a voice urging him to remain outside, Jeno followed the doctor, and Freyia came along with him. Jeno glanced back and saw the concern and disappointment in the dwarf’s eyes.
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    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    Once inside the doctor’s office, they found that the entryway was lit by two flickering candles placed on an old, wooden desk. On the faded, flaky wall there was a dusty painting of a slain, naked hunter bleeding on a grassy field. A puma was devouring the man’s neck. Freyia shivered at seeing the painting, and she looked away, her face suddenly pale and frightened.


    “Right this way,” the doctor said, motioning them deeper inside.


    Ahead, they found a dark stairwell leading downstairs. More paintings of dead, naked figures were mounted on the stairwell wall. The old crone closed and locked the door behind them and bowed her head as if suddenly shy, but the woman was hiding a smile.


    Jeno looked back to the stairs and felt a strange tingling in his arms. He couldn’t stop thinking about what was down there. It seemed like a terrible mistake coming here.


    The doctor cleared his throat and studied his bandages. “How were you hurt?”


    “On the road to Pereth, a wolf bit me.” Jeno searched Freyia’s frightened eyes.


    “A wolf you say?” The doctor looked excited and pleased. When he opened his mouth, Jeno could see the rows of gold-capped teeth forming a crooked smile. He reached out with his wrinkled hand and inspected Jeno’s arm. The rancid smell of death was even stronger now. The man reminded Jeno of a mortician.


    “Was it a rabid wolf? Frothing at the mouth?”


    “It might have been rabid. There was foam, yes,” said Freyia, her voice soft and hesitant.


    “That’s good. A rabies specimen. And who do we have here? You look like a perfect human girl, but it’s impossible, I know. Still, you’re one-quarter elf or perhaps one-eighth? The elven bloodline thins here in Pereth from too many iterations. The human soldiers have been in our realm for too long, polluting the purity of our blood. I’m fully one-half elf myself, and I intend to strengthen my bloodline through a good marriage.”


    The doctor looked too old to have children, but Jeno didn’t dare express his thoughts. Freyia said nothing, and as if sensing danger, she scanned the room and eyed the doctor with trepidation.


    “Well, shall we?” The old man snapped his fingers, and two burly bodyguards tromped over from a side room.


    Freyia jumped in alarm. The two guards stood watch over the only exit in sight. One was bald-headed and had a three-hash mark tattoo on the side of his neck. The other one had puffy, curly black hair. A jagged scar ran across his slanted forehead.


    Jeno realized they were trapped. He glanced between the two guards and started to sweat. He fidgeted and looked back at the doctor as if seeking guidance.


    “Don’t mind my guards. They’re here for your protection and mine. It’s a dangerous district. Never know who might attempt to burglarize my establishment. They know of my wealth and medical supplies. Now, come along. I will inspect you in my operating theater.”


    The way the doctor said operating theater, Jeno pictured something like a torture chamber. This was a bad idea coming here alone without the dwarf and a bad idea coming here in general. What had he been thinking? Why had he chosen this doctor instead of listening to Garain’s warning? Was it because the doctor didn’t use magic and he looked human? This was a grave mistake. Every nerve in his body now told him to flee.


    Instead of going into one of the side rooms, the doctor went downstairs, moving cautiously as if his knees might buckle. Jeno hesitated, feeling lightheaded at the thought of what was down there. A guard pushed him forward, and he almost stumbled.


    “Hey, stop it. He’s sick,” Freyia said, and helped prevent Jeno from falling. She scowled at the bald-headed guard. “We’re fine on our own. Keep your distance, will you?”


    The burly man only grunted in response, but he still stood behind them and studied them with cold, determined eyes.


    She leaned in close to Jeno and whispered, “Let’s get out of here. I don’t like this place. We can find another healer.”


    The other guard came close and shoved her toward the stairs.


    “Stop pushing us!” shouted Freyia, her eyes alarmed. “We want to leave now. Get out of the way.” She stared up at the two guards, her face suddenly sober and fierce. She wielded her shimmering dagger in a flash. Jeno hadn’t even noticed how it had gotten in her hand. He was feeling even dizzier now from the fever, and he fought the desire to bend over and vomit.


    Was he cursed by Tanir? Though he had prayed to his god for guidance and protection, they still found themselves in this horrible situation. Why was this happening to them?


    “Bring my damned subjects down here,” the doctor shouted. “I don’t have all day. What do I pay you two for? Knock them out and carry them here if you have to. Hurry up!”


    Freyia screamed so loudly it caused the guards to cover their ears in pain. The two guards withdrew daggers of their own and crouched low like street thugs, their meaty arms spread wide.


    Someone outside pounded on the door. It was Garain’s voice. “Open this damned door! What the hell is going on in there?”


    “Help us!” shouted Freyia, and she screamed again.


    This time, the dwarf kicked hard on the door, causing the two guards to turn and scowl. Another kick made the lock groan under the pressure. The guards glanced between Freyia’s dagger and the door, uncertain.


    “What the hell is going on up there,” shouted the doctor. “Go see who’s at the door. It’s probably the damned dwarf. Beat him up or kill him if you have to.”


    One of the guards sighed in resignation and opened the door, scowling as he faced Garain.


    Everything happened in a blur. Jeno lurched for the now open door, but one of the guards swatted him against the wall. Freyia lunged forward and stabbed the man in the thigh, causing the guard to shriek like a wailing baby. Guard distracted, she helped Jeno to his feet, and they hobbled together toward the door. She shouted for help.


    Outside, Garain cursed at his opponent, and Jeno heard blows exchanged and moans of pain from the dwarf. Jeno’s attention shifted to Freyia as the injured guard grabbed her leg and started grappling with her. Jeno kicked the man’s face, breaking his nose, and she stabbed the scrambling guard repeatedly with her dagger. She struck once into his bulging stomach, another into his muscled arm, and a final thrust penetrated deep into his heart. His expression was filled with shock and pain as he stared down in disbelief at the blood bubbling out from his chest. He tried to move his bulky arms, but his body refused to obey. It was a killing blow, Jeno realized, and the man’s eyes spasmed and soon closed.


    He was dead. Jeno couldn’t believe it. Freyia had killed the guard. She looked surprised at what she’d done. They turned away from the dead body and watched the guard outside fighting Garain. The hefty half-elf guard moved like an alleycat as he traded blows with the dwarf. Freyia stood, helped Jeno to his feet, and he steadied himself against the wall as a wave of dizziness washed over him.


    The dwarf groaned as another blow struck. Jeno spied the guard looming over Garain. The big man bashed his boot into the dwarf’s stomach. Freyia charged at the guard. But before she had a chance to plunge her dagger into the man’s back, the guard turned and knocked aside her blow. Her dagger skittered across the ground.


    “Call for help,” said Garain, his faced tensed and strained.


    Freyia screamed again, and her voice echoed across the buildings. But the people upstairs on the balconies only shouted back for her to shut up, and many closed their windows. Jeno scanned the street but found it was empty. No city guard or citizen bothered to answer her scream. It was a terrible, deadly mistake coming to this part of the city.


    The burly guard hefted Freyia up by her hair, and the girl kicked and screamed again, louder this time. He tossed her over his shoulder, and despite Jeno’s attempts at scurrying away, the man grabbed his leg and dragged him back into the doctor’s house. As he bumped along up the stairs, he twisted to protect his face. The dwarf attempted one last time to help him, but the big guard only turned and kicked the dwarf soundly in the face, shattering his nose. Garain’s head slumped to the ground, blood dripping from his mouth and nose. Jeno wondered if he was dead.


    Back inside the entryway, the guard slammed the door shut and locked it. He huffed in disapproval at the dead body of the other guard but stepped over it and continued dragging Jeno toward the stairs. Jeno knew he had to do something to fight back. Whatever the doctor had in mind downstairs would be worse than he could imagine; he was sure of it. The old man wasn’t a doctor who cared about healing patients. He was a maniac.


    Luckily, the guard decided it was easier to leave Jeno at the top of the stairs and carry Freyia down alone. The boy didn’t have much time to act. He searched around, looking for the dead guard’s dagger, and found it against the wall. Despite the pain and fever, Jeno crawled across the floor and seized the weapon. He wriggled back to where the guard had left him and hid the blade inside his sleeve. Though pleased to possess the dagger, he knew he only had one chance to save Freyia and himself from this nightmare. His attack had to be perfect. He prayed to Tanir to give him strength. Even though he was only a half-elf, the doctor’s death would bring glory and praise to Tanir. He hoped that this act, this murder of a vile and evil elf, would finally bring the god’s favor back to Jeno.


    Freyia’s scream came from downstairs, and then her voice was cut off. Jeno fought hard to remain calm and control his worry and anger. If he didn’t do this right, they would both be killed; he was sure of it. The guard returned and studied Jeno and the entryway, then satisfied, he hefted Jeno over his shoulder. As the big man stepped down the stairs, Jeno slid the dagger from his sleeve and gripped the hilt, preparing for his strike. He had to wait until they reached the bottom; otherwise, Jeno knew he might be injured or crushed tumbling down the stairs.


    At the bottom, he had to stop himself from crying out in horror. Several naked, lifeless bodies were piled in a corner. Other tables and bookshelves held glass jars containing what looked like hands, eyeballs, organs, and other body parts. Freyia lay on the operating table, writhing and screaming under several leather straps. A gag was cinched around her mouth. The doctor stood looming over her, scalpel in hand. The place reeked of death and blood and the same noxious chemical he’d smelled upstairs. This was the laboratory and operating theater of a madman.


    “Put the boy down over there,” ordered the doctor. “I’ll attend to him next.”


    As the big guard strolled over to where the doctor had pointed, Jeno gripped the dagger and prepared to strike. This had to be perfect. His life and Freyia’s life depended on it.


    But the guard moved too soon, trying to toss him off his back.


    Not yet, not yet! Jeno panicked and reached out to cling to the man. One hand found the guard’s bald head, but the blade in his other hand dug deep into the man’s thick neck, causing a shower of blood to burst out from the wound. Jeno grabbed ahold of the man’s shirt as they both tumbled to the floor, his big bleeding body buffering his fall.


    The guard shouted and cursed, thrashing around, and Jeno rolled away and escaped his reach. The guard was bleeding to death. He wrapped his huge hands over the gushing cut but was unsuccessful at staunching the flow. Beady eyes enraged, the guard clenched his fists and directed his furious eyes at Jeno. The guard twitched as he choked and coughed, dying.


    It was the doctor’s turn to scream. The half-elf sounded like a shrieking boy who’d had his candy stolen. Fighting dizziness and an overwhelming fatigue, Jeno pushed himself to his feet and aimed the bloody blade at the doctor.


    An expression of utter horror and fear struck the man’s eyes. He dropped the scalpel, and it clanked off the floor. Jeno sneered at him and stalked closer, intent on killing him. He was a holy warrior for Tanir, and he would murder this madman and unbeliever.


    “Don’t kill me,” begged the doctor. “I have money… and medicine to cure you. You’ll die without it.”


    Jeno kept the dagger pointed at the man while he sidled over to the operating table and removed Freyia’s gag.


    “Go sit over there,” Jeno said to the doctor. “And keep your mouth shut.” He waited until the doctor obeyed then placed the dagger on the table and unbuckled the straps cinched tightly across Freyia’s shoulders, waist, and legs.


    She coughed and curled up then leaned her head off the table and vomited. He helped her off the table, and she cleared her throat and spat, casting venomous eyes at the cringing doctor.


    “Oh my god… oh my god! What kind of a person does such things?” She began to sob, and her face reddened as she glowered at the doctor.


    “You don’t have to do this,” the doctor said. “Please, I beg you!”


    “Shut up!” she shouted and seized the dagger.


    “Wait,” said Jeno. “Let me kill him. For Tanir, for our god, for our sacred religion. I have to do it myself, or I fear I won’t find grace in his eyes again.”


    “Tanir?” hissed the doctor, his eyes perplexed, expression twisted. “You really are human, believers in the cult of Tanir. How in the name of the gods did you manage to come here? We’re at war with the damned humans, and their leaders don’t allow kids—let alone girls—to visit our realm. Why are you here?”


    “I told you to shut up!” Freyia said. “I’m the one with the blade. It’ll be your turn to be strapped down on this table and sliced open. You’re no doctor; you’re a fiend!”


    “No… no… Listen to me. I’m a scientist and an honored doctor. I conduct experiments here under the blessings of the Order of the Alchemists. Let me explain. Please don’t kill me!” He gasped and fought to keep himself calm. “We are trying to understand how to excise the impurities of the human blood from the children of elves and humans. We’re so close to completing our research. Please, listen to me! I’ll pay you anything if you leave me alive. I can cure your infection. Please, I beg you. I’ll give you anything, but don’t kill me!”


    “You’re nothing but a filthy madman and a disgrace.” Jeno took the dagger from Freyia and walked over to the doctor. “Killing you will—”


    “Margaret!” the doctor shouted. “Get the city guard!”


    Jeno only now remembered the old crone upstairs. He cursed himself, wondering how he’d forgotten about her. Freyia narrowed her eyes and nodded at Jeno then raced over and picked up the scalpel and chased upstairs after the woman.


    “You’ve just killed her,” said Jeno calmly.


    “No, I doubt it.” He chuckled softly. “She’s probably already left to call the city watch. If you kill me, you’ll be arrested and strung up as murderers. Let me live, and I might beg for mercy on your behalf. I have many friends in powerful—”


    “Shut up!” Jeno hissed and cinched the dagger under the doctor’s wrinkled neck.


    The sound of Freyia’s pounding footsteps came, and she looked at him and shook her head. “She’s gone. There’s a back door in the bedroom.”


    “The city guard will be here in minutes. I’ll enjoy watching them hang you.” The doctor’s voice was maniacal. “They’ll give me your bodies to experiment on. The pleasure will be all mine.” He threw back his head and cackled like a crazed man.


    Jeno clenched his fists in rage. This elf was the purest embodiment of evil he’d ever seen in his life. He had a holy duty to silence his madness and put an end to his depraved life. Tensing his arm, he was about to stab down when another wave of dizziness struck him. Freyia caught him before he toppled over. She looked at him with determined eyes, and together, they stared at the laughing, begging doctor. His arms flailed, and he kicked at them as they moved the blade down, but Freyia punched him in the stomach and rushed in to hold back his arms.


    Dagger blade aimed at the man’s abdomen, Jeno stabbed down several times, ignoring the elf’s screams, and gouged his stomach, his liver, his kidneys, maiming every organ he could find. The doctor shrieked and wailed in pain and fell off the chair, writhing on the floor.


    “Oh, blessed Goddess Nalin…” His face was a mask of the most horrific agony.


    “Leave him to die,” Jeno said. “May Tanir curse your soul forever and torment you in hell.”


    They turned and fled from that place, the screams fading behind them. Outside, Freyia found her dagger on the street and looked around for Garain but failed to find the dwarf. Hopefully he was at the inn. They didn’t stop until they saw the light of the inn.
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    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    Jeno stumbled inside, clinging to Freyia for support. He almost collapsed as he searched for a chair. The innkeeper scowled at their arrival and put out a hand to stop them.


    “Get out of my inn, you filthy scoundrels. Good gods, you’re covered in blood. Get the hell out!”


    Freyia stopped and gaped at the man. “Garain paid you twenty silver coins for a room. What are you talking about? Where is our friend, the dwarf?”


    The man sneered and shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I refuse service to dirty dwarves here at my establishment. Now, get out before I throw you out.”


    But Freyia wasn’t backing down. She pointed the bloody dagger at the portly innkeeper. “Stop lying to us. You tell us where our friend is, or I’ll cut open your fat belly and spill your guts out on the floor!”


    The man stared at the dagger pressed against his stomach. “There’s no need for violence,” he stammered, swallowing hard. “I remember now. You mean the dwarf with the red beard? Why didn’t you say so? Well, he came back and caused trouble. He was violent and drunk, and I called the city guard on him.”


    “No, he wasn’t, you liar. He was attacked while trying to help us at the doctor you told us to visit. Now tell us where he is,” Jeno shouted. He thought back to how the dwarf had tried to warn them, but Jeno hadn’t listened. And because of him, Garain was injured and rotting away in some jail.


    “I don’t know. They hauled him away. You’ll have to ask the city watch.”


    Freyia pressed the blade even harder against the man’s stomach. “I could kill you before you even scream, you wretch. You sent us to that madman of a doctor. He had his guards beat up our friend, and he almost killed us. Were you in on his little scheme? Does the doctor give you money for sending him patients? Tell the truth, or I’ll do it.”


    “I never knew what went on in there. I swear it!” The innkeeper looked like he was about to cry. When Freyia sliced the dagger against his stomach and drew blood from his hairy belly, the man wet his pants and began to bawl.


    “No, please. Don’t kill me… I swear I didn’t know!”


    “Let’s get out of here, Freyia, before the city guard comes. I don’t think I can stay awake much longer. Come on.”


    “Wait, we need to get our stuff. It’s in the room.” She helped him to a chair. “Just wait here. I’ll be right back. Take my dagger. If he moves, cut his throat. On second thought, just kill him anyways. He deserves it.”


    As she raced up the stairs, the innkeeper collapsed, sobbing and begging for his life. Jeno didn’t move, but he tried to keep his arm steady as he held the knife. Freyia returned and handed him his backpack, but she carried his sword, bow, quiver, and her pack.


    “Let’s go,” she said and spat on the innkeeper. As they left, he clenched his fists and shook them.


    “I hope they hang you both! I swear to the gods I hope they make you suffer.”


    But as they reached the front door, they spied torches held by a squad of marching soldiers farther down the street. When they looked back inside, the innkeeper was laughing hysterically. From behind the bar, the boy Cray appeared. The skinny little kid’s eyes were wide with fear. He motioned for them to follow. The boy led them through the back room behind the bar, past a filthy kitchen and a woman cringing behind the pots. Cray looked at the woman, and she nodded to him and motioned for him to leave. He took one last look at her and guided them outside into a dark alleyway that smelled of urine and rotting vegetables.


    “Let’s go,” the boy said. “I’ve decided. I’m never going back again.”


    Freyia helped Jeno as they hobbled down the alleyway, rounding corners and passing garbage heaps and a huddled group of homeless children warming their hands on a fire. They looked at them with cautious eyes and calculating glances. They must have decided the intruders possessed nothing of worth and turned their eyes back to the flames.


    After twenty minutes or so of walking, Jeno’s legs gave out, and he collapsed to the ground. Freyia helped him over to lean back against a brick wall, but he told her he was unable to move anymore. The fever raged so hard his head hurt.


    “You’re burning up. We need to cool you down.” She looked over at the boy. “Is there water anywhere? A pool or a river or a spring? Anything?”


    “The river isn’t too far from here,” said Cray. “But he looks like he’s going to pass out.”


    “Can you help me support him? He’ll die if he stays here.”


    “He needs a hospital.” The boy looked guilty. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. He would have beat me if I’d told you. I just couldn’t take it anymore. They bashed in your friend’s face, and the city guard dragged him away. You were right, miss. I needed to get away from that place. I just don’t know… something broke in me.”


    “It’s ok. I understand. It was a hard situation for you. Was that your mother back there?”


    The boy nodded then looked at the ground.


    “Where is the hospital?” Freyia asked. “Please, you have to help us.”


    “There’s a free hospital run by high elves. It’s on Market Street.”


    “Free?” Freyia’s voice was incredulous. “They have free medical care in this city?”


    The boy bobbed his head. “They’ll treat anyone. It doesn’t matter who you are. All are welcome. They’re high elf priests who worship the Goddess Nalin. They possess the most powerful healing magic in Pereth.”


    Jeno cringed, thinking of going to a temple filled with high elf priests. He shook his head at Freyia, refusing to go.


    “No,” he whispered. “Let me sleep.”


    “You’re a fool if you stay here. You’ll die, Jeno.” She looked to the boy. “There’s no cost at all? What do the priests ask of the people they heal?”


    “They demand a prayer of obedience to their goddess and a sacrifice depending on how bad the wound is. But if you’re sick, things like that don’t matter, right? People just say the words and go along with the stupid rituals. Who cares, right? It’s not like it means anything.”


    “It means something to me,” croaked Jeno. “I can’t go there. Tanir will heal me. I have faith in him.”


    “Listen, Jeno, I get it. It’s important to have faith in god. But don’t you think god made us with a mind to make choices and invent science and create medicine and cure diseases?”


    Jeno nodded in understanding. “What are you trying to say, that I should go to the hospital?”


    “Maybe magic to the people living on the streets is simply medicine. Why don’t we go there and find out? Maybe they don’t cast spells or anything.”


    “No, they cast magical spells,” said the boy. “I’ve seen it for myself. This bright golden light pours out of their hands and fills up the patient and they glow. The magic burns out the disease and mends broken bones. It’s magic, I tell ya.”


    “Even if it is magic, isn’t it better to stay alive than to die? Shani used magic to cure me, and I’m fine. I still believe in Tanir, and I don’t feel cursed at all. If anything, since you’ve broken that charm, things have gotten worse for you. Don’t you think?”


    “It’s because we’re in this cursed realm,” whispered Jeno. He clenched his jaw until the muscles on his face hurt. “We’re here in this forsaken world, chasing after my brother. I don’t think we’ll ever find him. We should just give up.”


    “And do what? Go back to that cave? I don’t think we could even find it again, let alone make it there. You’re really sick, Jeno. You need medicine or something to make you better. Otherwise, I’m really afraid you’ll die.”


    “You don’t understand, Freyia. My beliefs are more important to me than death. Is it worth it to bow down and worship some heathen god in order to save my physical body? No, it’s sacrilege. I won’t go to a hospital where the priests require me to say a prayer to their goddess. I won’t allow them to heal me using magic. Remaining alive isn’t more important than remaining true to my beliefs. I have to have faith that Tanir will reward my conviction and faith. Otherwise, what else am I left with? A man without beliefs is but an empty husk. I can’t live like that.”


    Freyia sighed and stared at Jeno for a long time, her eyes tired and downcast. “You’re a fool, Jeno. There’s nothing I can do to heal your wounds. It’s beyond my knowledge and ability. I don’t think I can stay here and watch you die. It would break my heart.”


    “You’re going to leave me here?”


    Tears bubbled up in her eyes and dripped down her cheeks. She balled her hands into fists and pounded her legs over and over again. Her neck and face grew red with rage and frustration. Jeno tried to stop her, but she slapped his hand away.


    “I love you, but I can’t do this anymore. Your beliefs are killing me and killing you. Can’t you see that?”


    “I’m sorry, Freyia. But would you have me turn my back on Tanir and shatter my faith? Please, don’t go. Stay here with me while I sleep. I’m so tired. Let me close my eyes and rest a moment. Please?”


    She looked at him with sadness and nodded her head. He closed his eyes and soon faded away into a fitful sleep.


    *


    He woke and experienced a vivid clarity of mind. It suddenly came to him: a bright remembrance of a time several months ago when he had been thinking a lot about his mother. The memory was so strong that the world around him had disappeared. It was a memory he had tried to forget. The experience had been too painful. But now, here it was before him, as clear as a bright summer day.


    He had received a letter from his father where he described the battles he had fought with dragons, wizards, witches, and fairy folk of all kind in the Realm of Sosaram. But Father had ignored his question when he’d asked him for details regarding his mother’s whereabouts. All he had ever told him was that he believed she was still alive and should be safe. Because they’d had a disagreement over religion, Father decided to take Jeno and Chiro away from her. He insisted he wanted them to be raised as pure believers in Tanir, not heathens. But when Jeno had written back and pressed him for more information, he only said she had sympathized with the old gods and the old ways, and he feared her influence on their souls.


    Was his mother a witch? Or perhaps she was a priestess to one of the old gods in the old temples, now ruins scattered across the human realm. Though they had been at war with the gods for years, many of the temples had remained functioning until around ten years ago when those religions were banished and the temples destroyed, at least the ones they knew about. Many of the priests, priestesses, wizards, and witches of the old realm had gone into hiding in the mountains or had escaped to Sosaram. The rangers and trackers were constantly hunting them down.


    Jeno was scared at the thought of soldiers hunting his mother. He didn’t want her to be killed. But he trusted his father’s word that she would be safe. Maybe she lived in one of the strongholds of Sosaram, cities untouched by their armies. But there were many reports of fairy folk and magical creatures in various locations in the human realm, especially in the north, where Maarn Castle stood. At the thought, Jeno remembered the dragon who slaughtered Ranger Ghorian and his friends and the silver fox who almost killed Chiro and him.


    As he knelt before the blessing stone of Tanir, he made a prayer for his mother’s safety and the sanctity of her soul. If she was an unbeliever, he prayed that the grace and charity of Tanir would soothe her heart and open her mind to the truth of their faith. He couldn’t imagine living in a world without her. Though he didn’t remember his mother, he sometimes still felt her watching him. Like in the middle of the night when he had woken from a dream, he’d seen a womanly figure hovering over him and his brother. He’d seen the phantom many times, and strange as it sounded, he found it comforting. It may have seemed like magic or some kind of evil—at least the priests would declare it so—but Jeno told himself that, since it was his mother, it was a holy thing. One that Tanir would allow.


    He wished he could find his mother. It would be the most amazing, wonderful blessing in the world. He realized he would pay anything, give anything, in order to find her, to hold her, to listen to her voice. He believed his love could sway her heart and mind over to the truth of Tanir. Where Father might have fought with her, Jeno would convince her with his pure heart.


    He believed it.


    So, he closed his eyes again and asked Tanir to guide him to his mother. Show me where she is, lead me to my mother. Hear me, oh wise and wonderful Tanir, let your spirit guide me.


    He was filled with an earnestness and a determination stronger than he’d ever felt. Tanir had heard him. The spirit of Tanir was inside him.


    He believed it.


    There was a feeling of certainty and guidance that filled his mind. He knew what he had to do. Where to go. It wasn’t far from here. He saw a clearing filled with wildflowers surrounded by tall pines. He knew where it was. He saw the path clearly before his eyes.


    Go, Jeno, follow my path, obey me, for I am Tanir, and I will lead you to your mother. You have asked with innocence and purity, and I have listened to your prayer. Go, now, before the night comes. I have shown you the way in a vision.


    His eyes flared open, and his heart began beating wildly. Had Tanir spoken to him? The priests always admonished them to listen for the voice of their god and pray to connect closer to his spirit. And he’d heard it. The voice had been so clear. The voice he’d always dreamed of and longed to hear inside his mind.


    This was his mission now. To find this clearing in the forest. And he knew how to get there.


    The next morning, he set out very early before the sun rose, sneaking out of the room he shared with his brother. He had packed some bread, dried meat, and fruits for his journey. After a several-hour hike along the Camelon River and up and around Waymar Falls, he spied a pathway with elk prints that led to the clearing he had seen in his vision. This was definitely the place.


    He searched around the flower-filled field but found nothing. Exasperated, he sat down next to a pool, thinking himself an idiot for coming here. What was he expecting anyway? Did he think he would find his mother in the forest? There was nothing here. Maybe she had been here, at one time, and passed through the meadow, but she was no longer present. Tanir might have graced him with a vision of the past.


    But was there a clue here? He looked around and found only flowers, grass, and the pool. He looked inside and found the opal-colored water deep and dark. Was there something in there? Should he search the pool? But for some reason, he was loath to do so. As he was staring at the pool, the voice of Tanir came to him once again.


    The pool is blessed by me. Once, the sacred prophet Jereth stopped here to drink and imbued the waters with my spirit. Look into the pool, and I will show you your mother.


    Chills ran along his arm. The voice of Tanir was so strong and clear inside his mind. This was a gift only the prophets were said to possess, though the devout sought such an experience their entire lives. He felt honored and blessed. Perhaps, after many years of honest prayers and offerings made in the temple, Tanir had chosen to shift his eyes and settle his attention onto him.


    Jeno obeyed and gazed into the pool. The darkness increased, though faint, glittering particles appeared. After a long while—though he didn’t notice the passage of time—the particles condensed to form the image of a woman. It was the strangest thing and made him gasp in surprise. The figure was the same woman he’d seen in his dreams and in his room watching over Jeno and his brother. She was staring at him with the most glorious, kind eyes. She looked so serene, so pure, and so peaceful it made him want to cry. How he longed for her.


    A memory from his childhood came to him, of his mother holding him in her arms. He was giggling, gleeful, and staring up into her beautiful eyes. The memory was so real. Tears were streaming down his face at the remembrance. What could have been so terrible about her for his father to take his brother and him away from her? She looked like a saint. After studying him for a long time, she opened her mouth to speak.


    Come to me, my child. Return to my arms once again. Your father has brought me the worst kind of suffering. How much I have missed you and Chiro these long, painful years. But my heart still burns strong with love for you both. How are you, my son? How is your brother?


    He told her they were well, but she couldn’t hear him. Her face looked agitated and frustrated at not being able to hear what he was saying. A ripple formed in the pool from a sudden gust of wind, and her image changed to that of a man with silver hair and an unwrinkled face. He looked ancient and youthful at the same time. His expression was solemn and stern.


    I am Tanir, your god. Count yourself fortunate to see my countenance. I have only revealed my human form to prophets and the holiest of priests. Do you wish to see your mother, child?


    A shiver ran through him at the sight of the man. Their religion never allowed any objects or images representing Tanir. He was a holy spirit, formless, and he could not be made to represent a man. Was the image an imposter? A demon pretending to be Tanir? An urgent warning flared up inside him, and he had the sudden desire to run.


    You are frightened, child. It is clear. You believe I do not possess a human form. But I am god, I am all powerful, and I sometimes choose to take this form. I find it is easier to communicate with my most loyal servants. I refuse to allow this image to be recorded on stone or wood or on canvas. The eternal, perfect image shall not be lessened by imperfect human hands.


    “Why did you choose me?” Jeno whispered, feeling strange and uncertain at the vision.


    You are honest and have a pure heart. Your faith is unwavering. The vows you have made to me have been heard. If you wish to find your mother, I will show you how but only if you obey me. Are you obedient? Will you obey your god?


    “My life is yours, Tanir. I will do anything you ask of me.” He bowed his head in submission, though secretly, he was beginning to have his doubts about the vision.


    A smile came to god’s face. He spoke once again. There is a cave north of here in the mountains. It leads into the Realm of Sosaram. Your mother is there. She is a slave to a wizard in the City of Drathan. You must go free her. Once you reach Drathan, I will guide you to her.


    His mother was a slave? His father had never mentioned anything about that. He only said she was safe. Was this a deception? A frown came to his face, and the man noticed his concern. What if this vision was a lie? Could it be a fairy trying to trick him? Sweat started to bead down his back.


    Do not fear magic, for it is of me. I will protect you in the magical realm. It cannot harm you. Though I have forbidden magic in my religion, all my high priests and prophets know that all magic and all power is a part of my greater whole. There is nothing to be afraid of, child.


    This figure wasn’t Tanir. Jeno refused to believe it. He clenched his fists in righteous anger and stood suddenly.


    “No!” he shouted. “Go away, demon, trickster, or are you a fae-folk? I can’t so easily be fooled.”


    I am your god, insolent child. Would you dare disobey me? Though you have prayed to me many times in my temples, do not think your past oblations will cover for the sin of disobeying me now. You have been given a chance to be a holy warrior of Tanir, to enter the Realm of Sosaram and save your mother. If you fail to obey, it will cost you your soul.


    Jeno turned away and ran, refusing to cast his eyes a moment longer at the pool. But he still heard the voice inside his head. It was angry and loud, fuming, shouting at him to obey. He clasped his hands over his ears, trying to block the sound, and kept running until he reached the Temple of Tanir inside the castle. There, he fell to his knees and prostrated himself before the altar, begging and praying for the tainted voice to go away.


    A priest noticed him and came over to invoke the purification ritual. He confessed to the priest that he had heard a voice who claimed he was Tanir and that he had followed the instructions of the voice and gone to a pool deep in the forest. The priest’s eyes grew alarmed, and he gathered a group of soldiers and priests and insisted that Jeno bring them there. When they arrived, the priests said prayers, chanting rituals of purification, and the soldiers poured oil into the pool and around the clearing and set it aflame. Smoke rose like incense as they destroyed the place of ancient magic.


    Jeno had felt renewed and righteous and vowed, once again, to commit his life to be a holy warrior for Tanir. He would destroy and set fire to all things magical and of the old gods. He would not yield to their evil influence.


    After the deed was done, he found his mind was clear.


    The voice had disappeared.


    *


    Now, in the dim light of daybreak, lying in a squalid alleyway with Freyia and the boy snoring softly next to him, Jeno thought about his mother. It hadn’t been a coincidence that his dreams, the magical pool, and his brother had all received information that his mother was in the city of Drathan—a slave to a wizard. Why was some magician conspiring to trick them and lure them into Sosaram? There must be a reason other than a simple trick to lure two boys into slavery. Jeno didn’t believe that. There was something more…


    His mother had to be there. A new realization struck him: He wasn’t here in this realm because of his brother. He shared the same mind as his twin. Jeno suddenly knew he was really here to find his mother. He had followed Chiro into Sosaram in the unconscious hope of finding his mother. She was all that really mattered to him. Her loss was an empty void inside his heart that nothing could ever fill. He had to find her.


    But his fever still raged, and the wounds still pained him, and his body felt weak. He was in no shape to go anywhere, let alone to a city far away. He had to get better. He had to find someone who could aid in his recovery. But who? He looked at Freyia and the boy slumbering peacefully. Had he been stupid to refuse their idea? Of course, he wanted to get better and he knew that magic would heal him. He’d seen Shani casting her spells and witnessed the result. But still, he believed it would be wrong to go into a hospital and falsely claim to worship their goddess. He couldn’t do it.


    He knew what he had to do. If there were honest people on Market Street, then he had to go there and find someone who knew where a reputable doctor lived. He’d do anything, pay anything in order to survive. He shook Freyia’s shoulder and woke her and told her what he intended to do.


    
      [image: ]

    

  


  
    [image: ]


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    The cart that Cray’s friend brought was rickety, and it jolted every time it hit a bump, sending flares of pain through Jeno’s body. He’d asked Cray to find his friend, and soon, the skinny kid had returned with Vas, a short, burly half-elf boy of perhaps fifteen, who looked like he’d developed his muscular physique by dragging the cart all over the city. His black eyes watched Freyia as she handed him a silver coin. He palmed it so fast that Jeno couldn’t see where it had disappeared. And then they had gone banging along toward Market Street.


    “You want a doctor?” said Vas, frowning. “Why not just go to the free hospital? Elves will fix you up in no time.”


    “He doesn’t like magic, and he doesn’t like high elves.” Cray shrugged and cast a cautious glance at Jeno.


    “That’s weird. Though, I’m not in love with high elves either, but if they handed me a bag of gold coins, I’d take ‘em. Wouldn’t you?”


    “Of course, I would.” Cray scoffed. “Do ya take me for an idiot? But when’s the last time you saw a high elf handing out gold? Miserly bastards.”


    “At least, they have the free hospital and the library. I learned how to read there. Was taught by high elves, too. Not all the high elves are bad. You should know that, Cray.”


    “Ya, but most of ‘em are damned arrogant and ruthless. They hoard their wealth and share little with the poor. Pereth has it far worse than Drathan. There’s no poverty in that fine city, but good luck being able to live there. They have strict citizenship requirements, and the city guard enforce it like hound dogs on the scent. They’ll let you inside, but it’s a lot harder to stay without money. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”


    Jeno aimed his eyes at the boy. “So how do people get into Drathan?” He was worried whether they’d be turned away once they reached the city.


    “You can get into the main quadrants easily, but the other parts on different levels are secured. They don’t want us poor buggers in there polluting their fine streets. Drathan is easily ten times larger than Pereth and divided into many levels. There are long lines of people applying for citizenship. If you have money and political influence, it’s easier, but otherwise—”


    “It’s as hard to break as a block of ice in winter,” interrupted Vas. “Good luck with that.”


    Jeno shrugged and turned away, figuring he would solve that problem once it came. Besides, he didn’t really plan on staying in Drathan long. They rounded a corner and reached a broad street with a multitude of tents and shops set up along the way. A crowd of people were gathered in the market, chatting and shopping and watching countless street artists performing their acts. The place was the largest market Jeno had ever seen, easily dwarfing the one in Helden. It amazed him how happy everyone seemed. There were actual smiles on people’s faces, and laughter flowed freely. The area seemed far safer and more affluent than the place they’d left. The tension in his shoulders seemed to melt away as he smelled warm bread, meat stew, pungent cheese, and fragrant flowers. He realized he’d hadn’t eaten since yesterday and felt incredibly hungry.


    “As promised, I brought you to Market Square.” Vas looked at Jeno as if expecting him to get off his cart. “If you won’t be needing me anymore, I’ll head back.”


    “Do you know any doctors here?” asked Freyia. “He needs healing.”


    The muscular boy scanned the market and narrowed his eyes in thought. “I’m not really a fixer, but I might know someone who is well-connected. But he’ll expect coin.”


    “We have a few coins left. Can you find him?” she asked.


    “Wait here a moment. As a matter of fact, I think I’ve spotted him. He’s not too hard to pick out in a crowd. Kinda stands out.”


    Vas darted off down the street, zig-zagging through groups of people and children playing. He stopped in front of a tall, lanky boy dressed in a cobalt-blue shirt and fiery-red pants. A multicolored hat was perched precariously atop his brown, curly-haired head. Long elven ears jutted out from below the hat. His eyes beamed bright emerald-green as he smiled his handsome smile at Vas, a smile Jeno believed the boy used to fool people with his charm. It was working its magic on a gaggle of girls giggling around him. He had an audience.


    The tall boy looked at Jeno as Vas pointed in their direction. He bobbed his head and sauntered toward them, ignoring the flock of girls following him. Soon the group arrived, and the lanky boy looked at Freyia with curious eyes after glancing dismissively at Jeno.


    “Were you the ones involved in that bloody mess at the doctor’s office in Penny Drift Square?”


    “Look at their filthy clothes… and the blood,” whispered a high elf girl to her friend.


    Freyia scowled at the girl and caused her to look away. “We defended ourselves from that madman who called himself a doctor. Our friend was attacked by wolves, and we went to that doctor seeking treatment. Instead, he tried to kill us.”


    “Nasty business.” The tall boy sniffed and rolled his shoulders. “I avoid that area as much as possible. Don’t want the taint to soil my clothes. Speaking of which, if you don’t want to stand out like a sore thumb, you really should procure a change of clothes. I could arrange that for you… for the right price.”


    “Our immediate concern is to find a doctor… a reputable and an honest one.” Freya studied the boy as if measuring his worth.


    “Very well. I assume you have money?”


    Jeno showed the boy the few coins he had left and the gems. The half-elf boy seemed unimpressed.


    “You’ll need far more than that to hire a proper doctor.”


    “Why don’t they just go to the hospital?” a high elf girl said. Her expression turned sour as she sniffed the air.


    “They hate magic,” said Vas. “Apparently, they claim to be from the human realm.”


    The high elf girls around the tall boy looked shocked and were too speechless to say a word. The lanky boy tilted his head and continued.


    “The human realm? Hmm… you’re somewhat of a novelty, then. But not the first human boy I’ve seen in recent days.” He stared at Jeno. “Only yesterday, I saw a boy who looked just like you. He asked me for directions to the docks. Supposedly was headed to Drathan.”


    Jeno felt hope rising in his chest. “That was my brother, Chiro! Did he look hurt or injured in any way?”


    The lanky boy shrugged. “Not as bad as you, but he did look like someone had robbed him and beat him up. But you’re a damned mess. What’s your name, boy?”


    “Jeno, and this is my friend Freyia.” But he couldn’t help but worry about what had happened to Chiro.


    “I suppose I should give you my name. I’m Karn, and I’m the king of these streets.” He spread out his arms and grinned at the girls.


    “We’re trying to find my brother.”


    “Foolish quest. It was quite obvious that he didn’t want to be found. Did you two have a fight?”


    “We had a disagreement.”


    Karn twisted his face in suspicion then paused for a long moment as if lost in thought. “So, you came to this realm chasing after your brother, and you got attacked by wolves. Is that right? But miraculously, you survived.” He scoffed and shook his head. “I have a hard time believing that, but then again, here you are. Next you made your way to Pereth, and asking for a doctor, you found the Butcher, as we like to call him. Blessedly, you killed his guards and put the freak out of his misery. This I also have a hard time believing. How did you manage to do that without help?”


    “We had Garain… the dwarf. He helped us.”


    “A dwarf?” Karn looked with incredulous eyes at the laughing girls. “The story gets even better. Gods, it really needed a dwarf to round it out. And you actually expect me to believe all this?”


    “Why wouldn’t you,” said Freyia, her voice icy cold. She glared at the boy.


    Karn raised his hands in submission. “Don’t throw daggers at me, pretty girl. I’m not the enemy. Don’t want you gouging me in the gut like you did that nasty doctor, now would I?”


    The elven girls’ eyes widened in horror, and they shrank from Freyia like she had the plague.


    “Yes, she did that and more or so I’ve heard. She slit open a guard’s throat with that bloody dagger at her side, and she stabbed another guard in his heart. Such brutality… I like it.” Karn smiled with prodigious attraction at Freyia.


    “I didn’t do everything,” she said. “Jeno killed one of the guards and saved me from that madman.”


    “A hero, then, not merely wanted criminals?” Karn looked with bright eyes at Jeno. “I suppose you are. Well, I guess I have no other choice but to reward this heroism by granting you a favor. No reputable doctor will ever treat you, but I do know of someone who might help. An old human living here on Market Street. He used to be a soldier in the human army, but he deserted and came to Pereth. Somehow, the guards let him in, and he managed to build a life here. I suppose he would be amused and excited to meet you; he may be lonely for human company. And in exchange, he’d owe me a favor. I collect favors like a banker collects coins. He doesn’t live far from here.”


    “But how will that help tend to Jeno’s wounds? He has a fever, and his life is in danger.” Freyia looked annoyed at the boy.


    “Patience, patience, my dear. You’re so excitable.” He grinned thievishly. “But I like that in you.”


    Freyia rolled her eyes and was about to say something when the boy interrupted her.


    “Considering the human is old and frail, he probably has a doctor who makes regular visits. If you get in good with the old man, he’ll help you. I’m sure of it. He has quite the generous reputation and has made many gifts of charity to orphans and organizations that help the poor.”


    Jeno sighed and gave in. “Why not?” He knew he had no other choice.


    “That’s the spirit.” Then Karn frowned as he inspected them. “But first, we have to get you out of those filthy clothes. I know a merchant who might help. She owes me a favor. He motioned for Vas to get his cart. “What do you say? Last little tug to help the boy?”


    Vas stretched his back and readied the rope, tugging the cart along as he followed Karn down the street. They threaded through the thronging crowd, but Vas paused when Karn stopped and put his hand out, his eyes alarmed.


    “The city watch,” he hissed and helped drag the cart into a narrow gap between two stalls selling fabric. Jeno’s heart raced at the thought of being discovered by the guards. Would he end up in jail like the dwarf? Thinking about Garain caused a wave of guilt to strike his heart. The dwarf had tried to help, and Jeno hadn’t been able to return the favor. He hoped Garain had survived and would find a way out.


    Karn stood between the cart and the street and pulled some cloth over to block them from the people on the street. After several minutes, he nodded that it was clear and helped Vas drag the cart back into the street. They moved with renewed urgency and reached a stall where a half-elf woman with long, golden hair tied in braids was selling colorful clothes. She caught sight of Karn, and her ruddy face gave the boy a warm smile.


    “You little devil. What are you doing here? Coming back for another fancy outfit?” The woman seized Karn’s hands and gave them a good squeeze. Her expression darkened as her blue eyes shifted to Freyia and Jeno and the cart. “Brought along more miscreants for me to dress? Good old Karn, always out to help the common folk. How are you, my boy?”


    “Fine as a shooting silver star, blessed Renia. And how is business? Was that a useful connection, my dear?”


    “Aye, the rich ol’ bugger ordered a mountain of clothes. Thank you again for the introduction.” She turned back and gave Jeno and Freyia an inspecting look. “Blood all over their clothes. I know. I won’t ask. I’ll have to burn those filthy clothes. I suppose I have a few things in their sizes. The boy looks pale and ill. Ya need to take him to the hospital. Surprised you didn’t go there straight off.”


    “And not see you first?” Karn gave her that same winsome smile he’d used on the girls. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


    She wagged her finger at him. “You’re working on some scheme, I believe. I can see it in the twinkle in your devilish eyes. You’re a heartbreaker. Do all those girls know it?” She glanced at the group of girls still trailing behind him.


    “I’m the King of Market Street. Let’s leave it at that. And thank you again for all your help. Let me know if you ever need additional customers. You will, won’t you?”


    “Of course, I wouldn’t dream of not asking you.” The shopkeeper helped Freyia first, finding a white linen dress and a purple silk sash to tie around her waist. Freyia seemed sad to let go of her leather hunting pants, but she was pleased by the fine embroidery and how well the dress fit her. Jeno took longer to wiggle out of his bloodied leathers and change into a pair of coffee-colored pants and a crisp white shirt. The air was still chilly, so the woman insisted on them each selecting a leather jacket. Freyia chose a sleek one dyed the color of her emerald eyes while Jeno found a natural brown jacket that fit a bit too large, but he liked the pockets and the rugged style.


    The shopkeeper took a wet towel and wiped Jeno and Freyia’s hands and face. They thanked the woman and waved goodbye, heading back down the street. Jeno hoped the old man possessed a kind and decent heart and felt relieved that he was human. He was determined to make a good impression on the old soldier and gain his support. It was good fortune that they’d met Cray and Vas and been introduced to Karn. Things were finally turning in their favor.


    Vas stretched and yawned as Karn stopped in front of a building. Jeno and Freyia thanked the boy, and he trotted off, tugging his cart. Cray looked at Vas and then back at Freyia, uncertain.


    “You can stay with us. We’ll repay your help. I promise you.” She tousled the little boy’s hair and looked up at the building. It was more like a mansion. The gleaming golden building was four-stories tall and around a hundred feet wide. Jeno had no idea how deep the building went. But it was the best looking and best maintained mansion in the affluent, tree-lined neighborhood. The old man must have been very wealthy to afford a place like this.


    “Is the whole house for one old man?” Freyia watched Karn rap on the apple-red door.


    “Yes and for his servants. He’s had a good bit of luck in business over the years, and he’s very well connected with the high elves.”


    “What kind of business?” she asked, but she was interrupted by the opening of the door. A middle-aged high elf dressed in a crisp black suit and a gray tie stared at them with grave eyes. His bushy silver eyebrows narrowed as he studied Karn then glanced quickly at Jeno, Freyia, and Cray.


    “Good-day to you, Karn. It’s been quite a while since you have visited the Master. How is that little business of yours doing?”


    “Fine, just fine, Mr. Darnith. And how is Master Bracken’s health?” Karn stood straight and fixed his gaze on Mr. Darnith. “I pray that the gods have cured him of his ailment.”


    “It’s good of you to ask. Yes, he’s managing… His doctor put him on a bit of a diet and tried new medicine.” The elf tilted his head in a query. “So, how can I help you today?”


    “Well, I was hoping to pay Master Bracken a visit.” Karn swung his arm around and faced his palm at Jeno and Freyia. “I’d like to introduce him to new friends of mine. They are human.”


    The servant’s chocolate-brown eyes widened. “Purely human? They’re not a mix?”


    “No, indeed not. And they’re from the human realm. They came here to find the boy’s brother.” With a conspiratorial look, Karn leaned in and whispered something in the servant’s ear. Jeno couldn’t catch what he’d said but wished he knew. The elf nodded and motioned for them to enter the house.


    “But what about the little boy? He’s partly elf. I can tell.”


    “He’s our friend,” said Freyia. “He helped us in Pereth.”


    “I see. Master Bracken will be thrilled to enjoy the company of human children. I’m sure he’ll have many questions for them. It’s been ages since he’s been to the human world. Though frankly, I can’t understand why he misses it at all. Life sounds so poor and so unsophisticated back where he was born. The stories of his childhood and youth have always fascinated and horrified me at the same time.”


    They followed Karn into the house, and Freyia looked up and gasped in delight.
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    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    The grand mansion was far more beautiful and elegant than any house Jeno had ever seen, and he’d been to many mansions in Helden with his father. They paled in comparison to this place. Even the houses of the high priests, the generals, and the wealthy merchants didn’t come close. No one in Helden could afford shimmering diamonds inlaid on gold-plated walls, which were covered with lavish paintings of lush landscapes, the likes of which were an entirely different level of mastery. It was beyond ridiculous in its expense and grandeur. The shiny marble floors would have been ordinary if not for the golden glow of many glimmering lights inside the stone.


    Jeno gaped at the floor and realized it was imbued with magic. The sickening feeling flooded over him like a tidal wave.


    The servant caught his expression and frowned. “You must not be used to magic. Don’t worry. The Master isn’t fond of magic, either. He only found it convenient to protect the entrances of his mansion with magical runes. The effect looks marvelous, of course, but the spells within are deadly to those with evil intent in their hearts. It won’t bother you, I assume, if you’ve come here without malice.


    “I have a hard time being around magic. It’s a strange and difficult feeling for me.”


    Mr. Darnith bowed his head in understanding. “The Master avoids this room. Perhaps you’re as sensitive to magic as he is. It’s funny, but this is my favorite room in the house. There is such a cooling, soothing feeling in the air. I particularly enjoy the art. The old master who painted these conjured up scenes from an ancient world that no longer exists. Even the gardens of the noble family in Drathan and the wilds of the Elder Forest don’t possess such natural splendor. I often wonder if the gods blessed the artist with views of the Realm of the Gods. I truly believe they did.”


    Jeno had to admit the paintings were wondrous and captivating, but he refused to look at them. Some intense, hypnotic feeling possessed his mind when he’d studied them. He’d had to force himself to look away. The room gave him the shivers. He tried to walk faster to get away from the place but was unable to keep a brisk pace. A wave of dizziness from the fever had forced him to rest against the wall. The butler turned and frowned at him.


    “Are you feeling unwell?”


    “He’s a bit sick… injured. But it’s nothing contagious.” Freyia’s eyes appeared worried as she looked at the servant. She helped Jeno, and they continued walking down the hallway. The butler guided them into a waiting room with sumptuous silk rugs, overstuffed sofas and chairs, and gleaming tables made of cherry wood.


    “Have a seat and wait here a moment.” Darnith narrowed his eyes as Jeno hobbled into the room then he turned and strode out.


    Off to the side stood a wall of bookcases stuffed with leather bound volumes and various collectables. Jeno sauntered over to inspect the books and found they were all written in the common tongue. He’d never seen a library this large in someone’s house. But despite his inspection, he failed to find the Book of Tanir or any other volumes on their religion. Maybe the old man was a denier. Jeno supposed anyone might lose themselves living here amongst the high elves for so long.


    Cray helped himself to a variety of scrumptious-looking nuts and dried fruits nesting in crystal bowls. There was another larger bowl filled with fresh blueberries, raspberries, and cherries. The fruits were slathered in honey. The little boy almost dug his fingers into the mix, but Freyia showed him the neatly stacked plates, rows of small forks, and napkins. Plate and fork in hand, Cray ate with ravenous hunger and quickly devoured the entire bowl. Jeno ate a bit of everything but found the hunger he’d felt before had fled. Still, he forced himself to eat. He needed to regain his strength.


    When the butler returned, they stood in respect as the master of the house entered the room. Darnith helped an old, tough-looking man with unkempt silver hair walk across the room. The aging soldier wore a silk embroidered robe the color of sapphires. A thick gold chain with a diamond encrusted medallion hung around his pale white neck. His fur-lined slippers slapped against the wooden floor as he walked with uncertain steps. He paused every now and then to catch his breath, and he cast his cloudy blue eyes at the visitors. He finally reached a large chair with fluffy white pillows and sat, exhaling a long, relieved breath.


    “Darnith,” the man said, “make a proper plate of food for the little mongrel. He’s devoured everything in sight. As skinny a kid as I’ve ever seen.”


    “Yes, of course, Master Bracken, I’ll have the cook muster up something.”


    “Muster my ass,” muttered the old soldier. “Carve some mutton and sweet potatoes and cheese. Something to fill the boy’s stomach.”


    “Right away, sir.”


    Bracken swiveled his piercing eyes over to Freyia, and a smile cracked across his wrinkled face. His eyes crinkled in delight.


    “You’re a sight for sore eyes.” His head trembled slightly as if he suffered from palsy. “’Tis been almost sixty years since I laid eyes on a human girl. And you’re as pretty a girl as I’ve ever seen. My god how the time has flown.”


    Jeno was pleased to hear him use the singular word god. Perhaps he wasn’t a denier after all. But the human realm had been very different sixty years ago. The gods were still widely worshipped, and their temples still stood, and their priests were tolerated. This old soldier wouldn’t recognize Jeno’s world. He’d probably be shocked by the changes. Sixty years ago, the humans had ventured into Sosaram to find adventure and the spoils of war. Sure, they’d gone under the pretense of righting a wrong committed by a god, but in reality, it was for the love of war.


    “You favor me with kindness.” Freyia gave him a small curtsy.


    “Go on. You can sit.” Bracken waved his hand like he was shooing a fly. “No need for such ridiculous formalities. I’m not the goddamned emperor or something. Just a regular soldier who happened to find his fortune in this realm. I stayed for the fortune and the adventure while my companions remained poor and obedient to their captain.”


    He grinned like he was revealing a secret. “I wasn’t about to let the treasure slip away from my fingers and into the greedy hands of the noblemen and the priests. They always expected us soldiers to be happy with trivial tokens of their gratitude. No, not me. I found the gold and the gems in that mine, and I wasn’t about to give it up for anyone. No, not anyone. Besides, I had nothing waiting for me at home. Only a life of poverty and hard work remained for a low-ranked soldier with little education. I wasn’t as smart as my priest of a brother, the damned fool.”


    “So, you decided to live in Pereth?” asked Jeno.


    The old man shifted his hawkish gaze, and Jeno could feel the coldness and the weight of his stare. “It’s a long story, son. But first, tell me a little bit about yourselves. Where do you hail from?”


    “Castle Maarn,” Jeno answered. “But my father has a house in Helden. Right now, he’s a general in the human army here in Sosaram.”


    The old man sniffed in irritation. “A general, you say? That must make you important, then. But I don’t suppose he knows that you and the lass are running around in this heathen realm, now does he? I suspect he’d be outraged to discover you’re here. Why are you here, boy?”


    “I came after my brother… I wanted to convince him to give up on his foolish quest. He’s looking for our mother in the city of Drathan.”


    “Your mother? Is she a high elf? A wood elf, perhaps? I doubt a general would sire two sons with a common whore. They like to procure their sins close to the root, as we like to say. A high elf, if she’s from Drathan.” He narrowed his eyes and studied him. “But that doesn’t make sense… You don’t look a thing like a half-elf. You’re a picture perfect example of a fully human boy. ’Tis a right proper mystery, and from your face, I’m guessing you don’t know the answers either.”


    “No, I don’t. Father took us from our mother when we were four years old. I barely remember her. But I think she looked human.”


    “You’re twins then? Odd, that. Twins are strange and odd creatures. But the high elves claim they’re highly sensitive and prone to the Art. Magic, you know. Magicians are considered very creative and artistic. I hate the damned lot of them and keep away from anything magical if I can help it. Gives me the creeps.”


    Jeno bobbed his head and shared a look of agreement with the old soldier.


    “I’m glad to enable this introduction to happen.” Karn inclined his head in respect to the man.


    “Ah, Karn, I didn’t notice you there. Damned elven blood makes you sneakier than a mouse. You found these kids for me? Good, I thank you. A favor owed for a favor earned. But I have no more need for you, son. Not now. You may return to your business on Market Street. Call on me again, sometime, if you ever need.”


    Karn stood and gave Master Bracken a formal bow. “The pleasure is all mine, sir. May your joints be free from pain and your mouth be as sweet as rum.”


    The old soldier scoffed in merriment as if sharing some inside joke. “Go away, lad, before you have me laughing to death, you skinny scoundrel.”


    The half-elf grinned, gave another terse bow, and left the room. Jeno realized he hadn’t even had the chance to thank the boy.


    “Karn’s a good lad.” The soldier glanced at the open door. “A cut above the rest. I helped him get his start, you know. The boy is almost like a son to me. Gets shit done when I need it. A good fixer and a solid sneak, if you know what I mean.”


    Bracken clapped his hands together as if deciding something. “So, tell me, what can I do for you? I know you didn’t come here merely to talk to an old soldier. You need something. Am I right?”


    Freyia cleared her throat and eyed the old man. “Jeno was bitten by wolves on the way to Pereth.”


    “Indeed. I could tell by how the boy winced when he talked and how he’s been shifting his body. And there’s a stain of blood on his new shirt. Not much passes from these old eyes of mine. So, you need a healer, then?”


    “I’d prefer a proper doctor,” said Jeno. “I’m adverse to magic.”


    “Son, you’ve got sweat beading all over your forehead. The fever’s bad, and you’ve likely contracted rabies. Your situation is grave. I will call my personal doctor and see what he can do. But there are no guarantees. I’m experienced in the ways of medicine and healing after having sustained many injuries on the battlefield and during my adventures here in Sosaram. I can tell you that there are some ailments doctors and traditional medicine can cure and many others that only magic can remedy. But, considering your dislike of magic, we’ll try the traditional route first.”


    The old soldier rang a small, silver bell sitting on the side table, and soon, the butler returned.


    “Yes, Master Bracken?”


    “Show these children to a suitable room. The older boy needs to rest. You can have the food brought to their room. And call the doctor to look after the boy. He’s injured. Wolves.”


    “I’ll see to it right away. Tea for you, sir?”


    The old soldier nodded. “And some of those sugar tarts Brevis baked up the other day. I’ll rest here in the study.”


    Jeno and Freyia stood at the dismal and gave a low bow to the old man. She spoke softly, “Thank you, Master Bracken. We’ll never forget your kindness.”


    “Call me Bracken. No need for anything formal. It’s been a pleasure meeting you all.” His eyes rested on Cray. “And the little mongrel, make sure he eats all his food. If he’s still hungry, let Darnith know. He’ll bring more.”


    They thanked him again and left the room. Jeno couldn’t believe their good fortune at being introduced to the old soldier. He thanked Tanir for bringing them to Cray and to Vas and finally to Karn. Without them, Jeno would probably still be lying in that back alley, burned up by the fever and dying. Now, thanks to Tanir, he had a chance of surviving. Though Jeno was still unsure about this place and the old soldier. Something felt off. As soon as he was better, Jeno was determined to leave.


    The butler led them up an expansive stairway, past marble statues and beautifully painted vases resting on stone pedestals. Upstairs was lavish in a different kind of way, with tapestries hanging from the walls and thick rugs covering the darkly stained wooden floors. Servants stood in front of each door as if they were guards standing watch over their posts. Jeno caught the look of fear in their eyes and realized it was directed at the butler. Everything seemed a bit too formal and too forced, but then again, Jeno wondered if this was how the wealthy lived in Pereth.


    Finally, they arrived inside a large series of rooms the size of an ordinary person’s house. It was more like a suite with two separate bedrooms—each with adjoining bathrooms. Between the bedrooms was a large living room area with two sofas and many scattered chairs. A fire burned inside a vast stone hearth. Freyia and Cray scanned the lavish room, their jaws open in wonder.


    “I’ll leave you to your rest. Food will be up in a little while, and the doctor has been summoned.” Darnith studied them for a long while. “You realize you are extremely fortunate. It is rare for the Master to bestow such direct kindness to strangers. You would be wise to meditate on this fact and not abuse his charity. In case you were wondering, you will be watched. Every servant in this house reports to me and is completely dependent on my support for their continued livelihood. I’ve advised them to keep an eye out and let me know if anything is amiss. Do I make myself clear?”


    “Perfectly,” Jeno said. He was used to overbearing instructors and self-righteous priests. It seemed like the butler would fit in quite well amongst their ranks. “We are truly honored and grateful for his kindness and compassion.”


    Freyia remained quiet, but Jeno noticed a flicker of suppressed amusement wash over her face. After the high elf left, she opened her mouth and scoffed in disbelief.


    “What an ass!” she said but kept her voice low. “So self-important.”


    “Something’s not right here, Freyia. I’ve got a weird feeling. It’s too good to be true. And did you see the look of fear in the servants’ eyes as they stared at the butler? One of them even quivered as he passed. They’re mortally afraid of him.”


    “It’s a bit strange… eccentric, really, but it’s probably just his protocol. It seems like he runs the house. And can we complain?”


    “Not right now. But this might be another trap.” He winced as a jolt of pain surged up his arm.


    “Why don’t you lie down and rest? You’re looking even worse than before. I’m worried about you.”


    “After the doctor comes, I should get better, I hope, at least. Then we can leave.”


    “I’m not so sure. The old man might be right. Some injuries and illnesses can’t be healed without magic. I would have died if it wasn’t for Shani and the sacrifice she made to her god. The magic saved me. I can’t deny it. I still think you’re being foolish for refusing to go to the hospital. You’d likely be healed by now. I’m worried that, because you’ve refused to go and we’ve waited for so long, the infection might be too far advanced.”


    She helped him to his bed. He removed his shirt and found that blood was seeping through the bandage on his arm. She took it off and found ugly green pus oozing from where the wolf’s fangs had torn into his flesh. It was far more infected now with red, puffy rings around the places where the teeth had penetrated the skin. It looked nasty and bruised. She next removed the bandages on his leg and his side and found both places infected, though not as awful as his arm.


    “We need to wash you. Let me see if I can find some soap and a towel. I’ll be right back.” She headed into the attached bathroom. “Oh, this place is incredible! There’s a big tub here we can use. I think, if we ask the servants to bring up hot water, we can wash you in here.”


    Freyia charged back out into the living room and soon returned with a servant girl dressed in a white and blue uniform. She looked timid and uncertain when she caught sight of Jeno’s injuries, but she continued with Freyia and went into the bathroom.


    “There’s a spout over here where hot water comes out and another that shoots out cold water.” The servant girl’s voice was husky and soft.


    “You’re kidding, right? You don’t need to carry buckets?”


    “No, miss. We’re not barbarians. This is civilized living. The Master has the finest house in the area and all the best amenities. There’s a furnace down in the basement that boils the water and copper pipes run throughout the house.”


    “That’s amazing,” said Freyia, and Jeno heard the squeaking sound of a handle turning and water rushing into the tub. She squealed in delight. “I am dying to take a bath. Jeno, do you mind if I go first? You’re kind of a bloody mess.”


    “There are two baths in this suite,” said the servant girl shyly. “Wouldn’t the lady be more comfortable if you took the other room and enjoyed the second bathroom? The young master can have his privacy.”


    Freyia came out of the bathroom and snorted, shaking her head. “This is some rich living. I’ve never seen anything like it in my entire life. I suppose we deserve a bit of a break after all we’ve been through.”


    “No, we have to keep going after I see the doctor.” Jeno’s tone sounded harsher than he’d intended. “Chiro has probably left Pereth. I don’t know how far it is to Drathan, but he’s at least a day ahead of us.”


    He groaned as he pushed himself up. Freyia and the servant girl helped him into the bathroom.


    “I’ll go fetch a male servant who can assist in your bathing.” The petite half-elf girl left the room after Jeno sat on a stool next to the tub. Steam was billowing everywhere, and the bath was already half full. Soon, a tall elven servant dressed in black pants and a crisp white shirt came over and twisted the silver handles closed, and the water ceased pouring out from the spigot. Jeno was determined to figure out how the system worked. There was nothing like it in all of Helden. Maybe the humans were the brutish barbarians and the high elves the civilized race. This trip had opened his eyes to many things and made him less certain about his beliefs and all the dogma the priests had spouted.


    Freyia and the servant girl left and closed the door, and the male servant helped Jeno undress and slip into the hot water. He winced in pain as the water flooded over the injuries on his leg and side. But eventually, it felt soothing and numb. He sighed in satisfaction. Freyia was right. This was rich living. He could get used to it but found himself afraid of the idea of staying here. After the servant started scrubbing him, he grimaced in pain. The elf had made the mistake of running the sponge over his wounds.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll be more careful next time. Please, you won’t complain to Mr. Darnith, will you? He’d be upset.”


    The elf looked terrified. Jeno shook his head and told him not to worry. What kind of a monster was this butler? He ruled his people with an iron fist. After a long bath and a thorough cleaning, the servant helped Jeno change his bandages and get dressed. He felt a wave of sleepiness strike him, and he hobbled over to the bed, intent on taking a short nap. But just as he was about to drift off to sleep, a high elf man with wild, bushy blonde hair and a feline face entered the room. He was carrying a leather bag and opened it after glancing briefly at Jeno.


    “I’m Doctor Deelan,” the elf said. He pinched his eyes together as he bent over and inspected Jeno’s bandages. “May I take them off?”


    Jeno nodded, and the elf gingerly removed the cotton gauze.


    “Ah, this is really nasty. Wolves? Yes, big ones from the look of the bites. Big, nasty wolves with nasty diseases. Was the animal foaming at the mouth? Ah, I see. You probably have rabies, then. Experiencing dizziness, irritability, confusion? I see… Rabies is incurable without magic, you know. And I’ve heard that you’ve refused such treatment. Am I correct?”


    “I—”


    “Perhaps the madness from the rabies is already affecting your mind. No sane person would refuse magic. I’m not a magician, but I employ them. In my expert opinion, I can tell you there is nothing I can do to help you, though a magical healer on my staff could work wonders. For now, I can lessen your pain and ease the suffering, but without magic, you’ll either die from the spreading infection or go mad from the rabies. Quite a grim prognosis, I’d say. If you’d cleaned and disinfected the wounds right away, you might have staved off the infection. The rabies, however, is a different story. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news. But honestly, you have no other choice in the matter but to allow a magician to treat you. You may despise magic, but I’m sure you’ll agree that a fear of magic should be no barrier to preserving your life.”


    Jeno’s thoughts turned grave as he imagined himself dying and being buried in this strange land. He realized he didn’t have any other choice. He could feel himself growing weak, and the desire to sleep was even stronger. What if he passed into the land of the dead while he slumbered? He knew such a thing might happen.


    Freyia came into the room wearing a new dress. She was drying her hair and looked surprised to find the doctor here.


    “Are you able to heal him?” Her voice sounded uncertain.


    The doctor shook his head and turned toward the door. Before he left, he looked back at Jeno. “I will assume you ultimately want to live. I’ll give Master Bracken my recommendation and will send over an excellent healer I’ve recently procured. She’ll be here shortly. You can choose to refuse the treatment, but know this, if you do, you’ll die.”


    “Jeno, please,” Freyia said. “Whatever your beliefs, I don’t want you to die. We’ve tried everything. Don’t you think—?”


    “I’ll do it,” whispered Jeno, staring at Freyia. Enough was enough. If he died, he couldn’t help anyone, not Chiro or Freyia or his mother. He had no other choice. He hoped Tanir would forgive him for agreeing to letting a magician to heal him. But it was the only option that made sense right now.


    The high elf nodded and left the room. Jeno looked down at his hands and sighed. The decision wasn’t easy, and he prayed to Tanir that he was making the right choice.
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    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    Jeno woke to the sound of voices speaking in low, whispered tones. He glanced around in fright. Where was he? Sweat drenched his clothes and sheets. The fever was stronger, and now a wave of dizziness and fatigue caused him to lean back in bed. His mind raced as he tried to figure out what was going on.


    And then it all came back. The old soldier and the mansion. Footsteps sounded, and he heard a girl’s familiar voice.


    “Are you awake?” Freyia peered in through the doorway and smiled. “You’ve been sleeping for hours. I’ve been watching you to make sure the fever didn’t get too high. She’s here, Jeno. The healer. I know that everything will soon be better.”


    When the healer came into Jeno’s room, his heart beat in nervous excitement. It was her! A smile of surprise and delight spread across the wood elf’s beautiful face. Why was she here? How did it happen?


    “Jeno,” said Shani, and she rushed over and knelt next to his bed. She placed a hand on his forehead. The wood elf was no longer wearing her leathers; instead, she wore a simple white shift and silk sandals. Something seemed different in her eyes. Some darkness, some pain, some sadness that he couldn’t quite place.


    “But how… how is it possible that she’s here?” Jeno looked at Freyia in disbelief. “What happened to her village?”


    “She’s a slave, now. The doctor told me everything.” Tears bubbled up in Freyia’s eyes. “It’s just horrible, Jeno. Slavers attacked her village and took everyone. They discovered that Shani possessed knowledge of the healing arts, and they sold her to the doctor.”


    Just then, Doctor Deelan entered the room and studied Freyia and Jeno with grave eyes. “Slavery is legal in our realm. And don’t worry. We treat them very well. We have laws on the treatment of slaves, and they are enforced. She’ll be fed and given a proper place to stay. Her life will be far better here than starving to death in that poor village of hers. The land is no longer kind to wood elves. The blight rages everywhere in the forest. It is considered a mercy to allow them to enter service. Better than trying to survive out in the wilds.”


    “But they were happy living there,” said Freyia. “Look at her. Can’t you see her soul is broken?”


    “I’m not the enemy,” the doctor said, raising his hands. “I merely purchased her at the slave house. She’s highly gifted in the magical arts, and her skills will help to heal you and many others in this city.”


    “And bring you a good profit.” Jeno cast venomous eyes at the doctor.


    “I need to feed and house my family and care for my servants and slaves. Listen, I bear a big responsibility to support them.”


    “Let it go, Jeno. He came here to help you.” Then she leaned over and whispered in his ear. “I have an idea about Shani. We can talk about it later. But first, you need to be cured.”


    He bobbed his head and cast his eyes at the doctor and then over to the wood elf healer. “Thank you, Shani. I’m sorry you had to leave your village. But it’s good to see you again. I’m glad you’re the one who will heal me.”


    The girl seemed to understand his meaning, and she nodded and opened a satchel. Inside, she found several vials and leather pouches. She opened one of the pouches and spread a white paste over the wounds. It had a gritty texture, and it stung as she rubbed it vigorously. A tingling cooling spread over his skin, and Shani smiled in satisfaction. Opening the stopper on one of the vials, she poured a purplish liquid into his mouth. It burned going down his throat.


    As the healer worked, the doctor seemed fascinated by what she was doing and even sniffed the empty vial and examined the white paste. He spoke many words in Shani’s language, and she answered patiently and pointed at Jeno’s wounds and her medicines.


    “She says this will help your fever and wounds. But the disease will require a prayer to Nalin, the goddess of healing.”


    “Will she have to cut off a finger?” Freyia asked, her face twisted up in nervous expectation.


    Doctor Deelan again spoke to Shani, but she shook her head and whispered many words in return.


    “No, she said your situation with the poison was different. It was too severe and too far advanced and required a rash intercession on her part to the goddess. A simple disease like rabies is easier, though it will require a gift given by the person who will be healed. Do you have something that you consider valuable that you can offer?”


    Jeno thought at once to his most valuable possession: the Book of Tanir. But he immediately dismissed the idea and thought of the two gems. He pointed at his backpack, and Freyia brought it over. He withdrew the gems and handed them to Shani. A memory seemed to come to her, and she smiled and put the gems inside a small wooden bowl. She placed one hand on his forehead and the other hand over the bowl. Jeno could see the place on her hand where she had sliced off her finger. He still marveled at the sacrifice she had made to save Freyia.


    The wood elf healer whispered many chanting, rhythmic words, and a flash of light struck the bowl. A gray mist wafted out and swirled into the air. He felt a raging power fill his forehead where Shani’s hand was placed. The power surged down his neck and spine and filled his chest. It swirled and churned like a dust devil and was flung into his limbs. The residue remaining in his fingers and toes tingled and felt cold. But the amazing thing was that Jeno didn’t feel the usual sickening sensation of magic. This felt good, and it caused the fever and the pain to disappear. Maybe it was the combination of being healed and seeing Shani again that caused him to tolerate her use of magic. Whatever it was felt wonderful, actually, and it made him incredibly sleepy.


    “Veniwaren. Jeno better. Ter, ter.” Shani placed a hand on his cheek. She reached into her leather satchel and retrieved another hand-made charm. He accepted it and vowed never to destroy it. It was his lucky charm now.


    “Thank you, Shani. You saved both our lives now. We owe you a great debt.” And he made a promise to himself that he would return the favor and help her. He prayed to Tanir that Freyia’s idea would work.


    “It is done,” said the doctor, and he clapped his hands. “She’s an excellent healer. One of the finest I’ve seen. Many of them take hours and use weak herbs and roots. But she’s truly a wonder. As for your instructions.” He studied Jeno with a severe expression. “You must sleep as much as you can. Don’t fight it. Just give in and let your body rest. You need it after all you’ve been through. I will return tomorrow and see how you are recovering.”


    “Thank you, Doctor Deelan.” Freyia bowed her head to the elf. “And most of all, thank you, Shani.”


    The wood elf smiled at Freyia, and the two squeezed each other’s hands and giggled like sisters.


    “It’s amazing that, even though you don’t speak her language, you’ve already become friends.” The doctor huffed in surprise. “But unfortunately, we have to go. Many patients to see. As much as I’d love to allow you to spend time together, it’s simply not possible.”


    “Another time?” asked Freyia.


    “Perhaps. You’ll have to speak to Master Bracken. Now, if you’ll excuse us.”


    The doctor spoke a few words to Shani, and she bowed her head, her expression crestfallen. She gave Freyia a long hug, and the girls whispered something into each other’s ears then finally parted. The wood elf came over and kneeled next to Jeno and kissed him on the forehead. She looked at him for a long time, studying his face and his eyes as she tousled his hair, then she turned and left with the doctor.


    Finally, the wave of sleepiness was too strong, and Jeno gave in, closing his eyes and drifting off into a blue sea. He felt a presence next to him, a steadying hand, and the hand felt familiar. It seemed like his mother was next to him, watching him as he slept.
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    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    Jeno woke feeling refreshed and incredibly hungry. He put on a clean change of clothes waiting for him on the dressing table and went out into the living room but found the suite empty. The golden rays of afternoon light poured in through the tall windows, and he took a moment to bask in the feeling of the sunlight warming his face.


    A door opened, and he turned to see Freyia’s mischievous eyes.


    “You’re finally awake. I didn’t know anyone could sleep for over a day.”


    “What?” Jeno said and laughed. “That’s crazy. But I slept so well, so deep and sound. I feel completely renewed but also hungry as hell. Is there a kitchen here?”


    She scoffed as if he’d made an understatement. “Many kitchens and many cooks. Master Bracken is good to his people and insists they all eat together. I’m impressed by him, to be honest. Not many wealthy people I know are so generous, not only to their staff but also to charitable organizations. Come on. I’ll show you where you can get some food.”


    After stuffing himself on a feast of grilled pork, fresh scallions, sweet potatoes, fried rice, and many different kinds of fruit, Jeno began to feel sleepy again. But Master Bracken insisted that he visit with him in the library, the place where they’d first met.


    “It’s good to see you are feeling better, thanks to the doctor,” the old man said.


    “And thanks to you as well, Master Bracken. I should thank you for the kindness you have shown to Freyia and me.”


    “You are most welcome. I hope you choose to return the favor to someone else someday. Pass along the goodness you’ve received from others, and the world will shine and grow bright. A wise man once told me that, and I live by it.”


    “I appreciate the advice.” Jeno paused a moment and glanced at Freyia. “But as to my healing, the wood elf, Shani, she was the one who actually healed me. I owe her my life as does Freyia. We met the girl at her village along the way to Pereth. But her village was attacked by slavers, and Shani was sold to the doctor.”


    “What a fascinating story of synchronicity. The circle turned and came back again.” Bracken steepled his fingers and bobbed his head in thought. “Slavery is an ugly habit here in Pereth. They have far fewer slaves in Drathan. Many of the high elves there speak vociferously against the practice. I’ve heard there is legislation proposed to outlaw slavery, at least in Drathan. I hope it succeeds, and I hope the notion spreads to Pereth and to other cities. Slavery is pure barbarism.”


    “I’m glad to hear you feel that way. You see, we were hoping you might be able to free Shani. Is it possible to free slaves in Sosaram?”


    The old soldier eyed him carefully before he spoke. “Yes, it is possible, though it is very expensive, especially for a slave gifted in the Art and one who is such a fine a healer. The doctor will not like it. I can assure you of that. Let me think on your request. I will give you my answer tomorrow.


    “But first, let us talk about you. What will you do next, Jeno? I’ve spoken at length with Freyia about your situation. I think I understand it pretty well. But you also should know that I’m in a precarious position. I maintain friendships with the high elves and am forced to keep my distance from the humans. The army doesn’t look favorably on deserters. That’s not a path I will ever take. But I will help you in whatever way possible, considering my situation. Having said that, I wish you would stay here for a while and fully recover. Your eyes are restless, though, and from your expression, I imagine you’re intent on continuing your quest.”


    “I have to find my brother.” Jeno looked at Freyia and nodded. “We’ll want to leave soon for Drathan.”


    “I hope you won’t act rashly. Rest a while here in my home. It will do you good.” The old man paused for a moment and pursed his lips. “Tell me, how do you live your life, son? I mean, what are your beliefs?”


    “I follow the will of Tanir and abide by his principles. The Book of Tanir is my guide, and I study it often.”


    “Ah, yes, a familiar name.” The old soldier nodded his head as he looked absently out the window as if lost in thought. “He is known by another name here in Sosaram. An older name. The name the priests of Tanir would prefer erased from their history and writing. The name of the god Nirat, the god of darkness and the dead. He is the leader of an alliance of dark gods who are bent on dominating all worlds. They are at war with the gods of light. Tanir is an anagram, a name created to masquerade the older, darker one.”


    What was the man talking about? He’d never heard of Nirat. Tanir had a rich history and was well-documented, not only in the Book of Tanir, but also in many other sacred texts. Tanir was a god of goodness and light and truth, not of darkness. It must be a fabrication created by the high elves. They were probably trying to counteract the feeling of unrest caused by the invading human armies.


    “It’s a lie,” Jeno hissed and gripped his chair. “Tanir is not a god of darkness. He is the only true god and is the spirit penetrating light and darkness to illuminate the truth. He has been around for thousands of years, ever since his spirit was born in the ancient Well of Life, at a time when darkness ruled all realms. He banished the night and gave birth to the rise of truth and justice.”


    “So says the history books written by the priests of Tanir.” Bracken shook his finger at Jeno like a schoolteacher censuring a pupil. “Don’t be so naive. You must read other books of history and understand that the truth is broader than the narrow view your religion propagates. Here, in this realm, the high elves accept and embrace all religions and all philosophies. They consider it an academic rather than a dogmatic thing. Sure, there are gods that the elves worship, but each has their own god or goddess, and some refuse the gods all together. Not one view is outlawed, and no one is forbidden to practice their faith.”


    “I imagine there are none allowed who worship Tanir.” Jeno cast venomous eyes at the old man.


    “That is called war. The human army invaded this realm and seeks to destroy all faiths except for the religion of Tanir. Would you allow it if someone sought to wreck your religion and culture? Of course not. Look at it from a different perspective. You will reach the same logical conclusion.”


    Jeno went silent for a moment, thinking about what the man had said. Naturally, if he was in their shoes, he would think differently. “But it doesn’t mean I have to believe what you’re saying about Tanir. I have a right to my own thoughts and beliefs.”


    “Of course, I agree.” Bracken’s eyes sparkled with a devilish glint. “Then again, I have a right to debate. I feel compelled to show you evidence of what I am saying. But if you insist on following your beliefs blindly without considering any other truth, then I feel I must retreat. For that is a zealot’s view. Still, I don’t see an excess amount of zeal in your eyes. Truth will find a way to enter your mind. I know it.”


    “What evidence are you talking about?” Jeno asked, studying the pleased look on the old soldier’s face.


    “That’s much better.” Bracken put on reading glasses and reached over and retrieved a book sitting on a side table. He opened the book to a place where a silver bookmark resided. He studied the page and said, “Here it is. Read this passage. It is a very old history book penned by the human historian Granalian. Mind you, he is not an elf, and this wasn’t written in Sosaram. I’ve merely procured the precious volume from a book seller who happens to specialize in ancient books from the human realm. I’ve made it my life’s mission to purchase every unique book the shopkeeper can find. You could declare in all truthfulness that I’m his number one client.”


    Jeno left his chair and accepted the book. He had read another book by the historian and knew of the author, though few of his books had survived.


    “When you read the book, keep in mind this was written at the beginning of the war in Sosaram and at the creation of the cult of Tanir.”


    The boy knew this aligned with what he had read, though he wouldn’t call the system of his beliefs a cult. The religion of Tanir was founded a hundred years ago, though the priests claimed their beliefs were vastly older and originally came from the Realm of Sosaram. Jeno remained standing while he read.


     


    Over a hundred years ago, Nirat, the ancient god of darkness and death, commanded a powerful host and assaulted the great city of Neeth in the realm of the gods. Though his forces were vast, he did not prevail and was forced back into the Realm of Shadows. Nirat stewed and schemed as to the best way to retaliate, and he decided to disguise himself cleverly as a new god, an all-powerful and all-knowing spirit who rose from an ancient well. He decided to reinvent himself and planted the seeds of his poison in vulnerable minds. That is when Nirat begat Tanir, and his gaze veered over to the human realm. Thus was born the cult of Tanir.


     


    Jeno slammed the book shut, refusing to read anymore blasphemies. “Books can be fabricated. How do I know this was written a hundred years ago? It could be a book of lies written by the high elves.”


    “It’s quite simple. It is the only book of its kind. Even the high elves I’ve talked to have never heard of it. Few care anything about books written by the humans. Honestly, few high elves care at all about the so-called war with the human army. They dismiss the threat and consider it merely an annoyance. This volume also talks about other facts and details that are corroborated by other books written by different authors, facts undisputed even by the few history books the priests of Tanir allow. In truth, some of those facts are even in the Book of Tanir. Read the book for yourself and see. There is a good reason the priests collect and burn many old books. You know this is true, right?”


    He did know it was true, and he didn’t like it. Books were his great love, and he hated it when the priests had conducted a book burning. Jeno glanced at Freyia and searched her eyes. She looked down at her hands, her face reddening. Did she believe what the old soldier was saying? The priests of Tanir had certainly been cruel and unfair to her and her family. Despite knowing that the idea the historian described would be considered heretical, Jeno decided he owed it to himself to consider the historian’s record and decide for himself. If anything, Jeno believed his belief would be strengthened.


    “Since you have shown me kindness, I will spend time in study and reflection. If you don’t mind, I will borrow the book and compare it to the Book of Tanir, the volume that I hold as truth.”


    “That is more than fair. Spend as much time as you like, though I ask for you to treat the book kindly and return it to me when you are finished. My library is one of my greatest possessions, and I treasure it well.”


    Jeno bowed to the old man and thanked him then retreated to his room to read. He was determined to discover the truth and turn the old man’s arguments against him. But first, he needed time to read this history book and discover its flaws. Jeno was no stranger to books on history as it was a subject of passion.


    He looked forward to the challenge.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY


    After reading all evening and late into the night, Jeno found himself extremely hungry again. His body must have been trying to catch up from the trauma of the last few days. He decided to look for some food. Before he left their suite, he spied Freyia and the little boy Cray sleeping soundly in their room. The boy was squeezing a white stuffed bear like a baby clinging to its blanket. Jeno knew they liked it here, but he hoped they didn’t get too comfortable. They wouldn’t be staying here long.


    He snuck downstairs into the kitchen and found some cured ham and cheese. The place was well-stocked, and after eating the meat and cheese, he foraged some dried fruit and nuts and a fancy cake with white icing and lemon layers. His stomach was finally content, and he gave a long sigh of satisfaction.


    He was glad the place was quiet and he had time alone to think. Despite the hours of studying and cross-referencing the history book and the Book of Tanir, Jeno still hadn’t found what he was hoping to discover. He wanted to prove to the old man that he was wrong. Instead, many more doubts had entered his head, doubts given birth from the inconsistencies in the Book of Tanir. Items he had ignored and dismissed before now glared on the page like those glowing golden eyes of the wolf pack leader. One passage said magic was evil and must be destroyed, and another one, a poem, wrote that Tanir said his spirit is imbued in all things in all realms. Since magic existed in all realms, then didn’t that mean the spirit of Tanir existed in magic, elves, gnomes, and even wizards and witches? What about demons? He’d found many logical fallacies that were seen easily now that he was reading with a critical eye.


    At first, he’d only meant to find fault in the historian’s book, but Jeno realized the imperfections existed in the Book of Tanir. He wondered that, since the book was written by mortals, did they make mistakes? Did the priests who penned the book imprint their own ideologies and imperfections and opinions onto the pages? The answer popped into his head. Yes, they did.


    Looking at the historian’s book, it was clear the scholar wrote in the same style as his other books. Jeno substantiated that the historical facts were found in other writings. And even more disturbing, the Book of Tanir said many similar things about Tanir, but the historian’s book attributed them to Nirat, not Tanir. The many passages he’d read seemed to validate Master Bracken’s claim. For instance, he remembered a particularly jarring passage:


     


    The dark gods were jealous of the reverence and adoration the gods of light inspired in the mortals. Nirat craved love and absolute devotion, not the feelings of fear that were given to a god of death. As a result, he changed history. He changed the truth of his own past. This he did using a combination of mesmerization and manipulation of the written word. Nirat only had to control a few high priests then those men set out to do the rest. His priests sought to obliterate all references to his past in the history books. If the wise scholar studies the independent record concerning Nirat, they will see the similarities to the tales fabricated by the cultists of Tanir. Nirat and Tanir are one and the same.


     


    Jeno sighed, annoyed and frustrated at his findings. He stretched his back and began to breathe deeply, hoping to clear his mind. Silently, he prayed to Tanir, begging for guidance from his god. But he heard no voice, unlike the time he had heard the voice in the sanctuary and at the magical pool. Of course, it was a good thing he no longer heard it. He was suspicious of voices in his head, and rightfully so, after the difficult experience at the pool.


    Still, he believed the most important thing was his faith in Tanir. It was true the priests weren’t always right, and maybe they had colored part of the writings in the Book of Tanir with their own ideas and beliefs. But the gems were still there. The truths he loved and admired. Truths like: Blessings are given to those whose hearts are filled with kindness and generosity and, of course, his favorite, even though your enemies threaten to kill you and steal your property and sell your family into slavery, give them what they wish. Let peace fill your mind and empty your heart of desire and greed. All things of this world pass away and vanish into dust, but the Spirit of Tanir is eternal and will carry your soul into the afterlife.


     


    It was the words of beauty that bound his belief to his heart. He supposed it wasn’t so much a matter of logic but of faith. It was impossible to know and understand all aspects associated with one’s religion. And despite the old soldier’s attempts at destroying his faith with logic, Jeno was determined to stay true to his belief and his purpose. He wouldn’t believe the lie.


    Feeling sleepy, once again, he went back to his room and flung himself under the covers, shielding his eyes from the light that was rising in the room.


    *


    The sky was the color of a red, mottled bruise by the time he opened his bleary eyes. He wondered if the gods had filled the air with fire. He got out of bed and stretched. Had he slept the entire day?


    His mind returned to the conversation with the old man and the night he’d spent in study and thought. Jeno supposed the time would have been better spent in prayer, and he thought ruefully, he could pray on his way to Drathan. Determined to leave, he went to the bathroom to wash and change out of his sweaty clothes. It was time for them to leave. The only thing he felt obliged to do was to make a case to the old soldier as to why he should buy Shani’s freedom. And once she was freed, where would she go? Would she follow them to Drathan? Where else could she go? All the people of the village were probably scattered like the wind.


    And what of Garain? Jeno wondered what had happened to the dwarf. He’d been kind to them and saved their lives after being stranded out there on the road. Jeno never had a chance to repay the dwarf for what he’d done for them. He felt a hard lump in his stomach as he remembered his bloody face after the guard had beaten him. Guilt filled his heart. He should have tried sooner to do something to help the dwarf. But now, Jeno knew it would be difficult to ask for two large favors from the old soldier. A part of him didn’t want to ask Bracken for anything. He didn’t want to owe the man and worried about his motives. Jeno decided he could ask Vas or Karn if they had heard anything about Garain. He was certain that Cray would help them ask around.


    “Did you figure things out?” Freyia entered his room just as he was about to finish lacing up his boots.


    “It only made it worse. But at least I’m determined to leave. We need to find out what happened to Chiro.”


    “Listen, I like Master Bracken. I may not believe everything he said, but I don’t think he has ill intentions. Let’s at least allow him to help us. Ok?” She tilted her head in a query and smiled after Jeno nodded his head. “Excellent. Now, for the good news. The old soldier decided to pay for Shani’s freedom. He’s been negotiating with the doctor down in the library.”


    “What? Are you serious? That’s fantastic news.”


    “Don’t jinx it. Wait until she’s actually freed. The doctor seemed delighted to have Shani working for him. I can’t blame him; she’s a talented healer, and she’s gorgeous. She’ll bring him a lot of business and a lot of money. He won’t let go of her easily.”


    “Will she come with us?”


    “I hope so. She doesn’t have any place else to go. Not that I know of at least.”


    “You don’t know that. We should ask her.” Jeno wondered if the elf had family or friends in other villages. Otherwise, he supposed that they would be her new family. The idea both excited and frightened him at the same time. He didn’t trust his feelings.


    “Shall we go down and see if they’ve finished? They’ve been negotiating for over an hour. Should be done by now.”


    Jeno nodded and followed her downstairs, carrying the book the old soldier had lent him. The doctor stood just as they were arriving.


    “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Master Bracken.” Doctor Deelan shook hands with the old man and grinned. As he left the room, he tipped his trim silk hat to Jeno and Freyia and departed.


    “That was a rather long and difficult negotiation. High elves in this city don’t like to part with their slaves.” Bracken sighed and slapped his legs. “But I do believe they enjoy the haggling. They love the process. I only wish they’d get to the damned point. Now, I’m exhausted after all that bargaining.”


    “Thank you for helping Shani.” Freyia gave the man a formal bow.


    “Oh, it’s nothing, really. I’m old, and I’m going to die soon enough. Can’t take all my gold and silver with me into the afterlife. Might as well help someone you kids care about. She seems a nice enough girl, and it’s a shame what happened to her village. It’s been happening more and more across this realm. The blight is spreading, and it’s a terrible thing. Rumor has it that the cause of the blight is the dark gods. They’re poisoning Sosaram to weaken the elves and those who worship the gods of light. Many of the elves are turning to the dark gods in order to appease them. In fact, I’ve heard from quite a few adventurers and travelers that there are wood elf villages who are completely devoted to the dark gods. They thrive where others suffer. Strange times, I tell you.”


    “Why do the cities still prosper if the blight is spreading?” asked Jeno. “Don’t they get their food and grain from the countryside?”


    The old soldier shook his head. “Nay, the dwarves designed the cities a thousand years ago to be completely self-sufficient. Runes lining the walls prevent the taint from spreading. The high elf priests make regular sacrifices to the gods of light, restore the runes daily, and ensure the crops are bountiful and the water remains pure. It has worked well this way for a very long time. But the problem for the high elves isn’t the cities; it’s the villages, sanctuaries, and towns spread across the realm. Half of the high elf population lives outside the cities, and they are being severely affected. In fact, those high elves living outside the city have to buy food from greedy traders in the cities, but this in turn has caused prices to skyrocket in the cities.


    “Much of the poverty you may have seen in Pereth is due to the volatile economy. The realm is out of balance. I’m determined to use all my accumulated wealth to help those in need either directly or through charitable organizations. But the tide is rising, and we’re losing that war, even though the actual war against the humans has had little effect. The real danger is the blight.”


    “And you said the leader of the dark gods was Nirat?” Freyia glanced at Jeno, a worried look on her face.


    “Yes, that’s what I’ve read and what I’ve heard. The gods rarely show themselves, though I have seen them several times in Pereth and Drathan.”


    “You’ve actually seen the gods?” Jeno couldn’t believe it was true. The priests of Tanir always taught them that the old gods had retreated into their realm, weakened by the war in Sosaram. Another lie Jeno had discovered.


    “Aye. I’m an old man, after all. I’ve seen Sunvel and Sanjel, the eternal gods of love and war. They always appear together, and they sometimes show themselves on holy days when the high elf priests perform sacrifices. And I’ve seen Chali, the mother goddess of the earth. That was the most frightening and amazing experience I’ve ever had. Once you’ve seen the gods, you can’t help but be in awe. You don’t know it since you haven’t experienced the sight of them. You only believe based on what you’ve been taught. But things will change for you, Jeno; just you wait and see. Give it time.”


    “But I don’t want things to change—”


    “Of course, you don’t. You’re a boy who’s longing for the past, for a mother who’s not there and for a brother who’s run away. You long for a childhood that’s unbroken and days spent at your mother’s knee. You dream of waiting at the table while your mother makes you dinner. You wish for hours spent talking with her, walking with her, laughing with her, crying with her. Your soul has a hole in it that can only be filled with memories. You don’t want change. You want what’s missing, and you think that by not changing it will magically come back to you. But it won’t.”


    Jeno was quiet for a long while as the old man’s words stung and caused his mouth to go dry. His words were a bitter medicine that Jeno wanted to spit out, refusing to swallow. The butler poured Bracken a drink. The old soldier lifted the crystal glass and downed it slowly, studying Jeno with intense, thoughtful eyes. He finally continued.


    “And that’s how you feel now. You don’t want to change. I’ve learned over the many years of my life that people despise change and fight the wind that blows them and scatters them across the earth. We crave safety and security and the never-ending lull of sameness. We fight change and reject new ideas. But those who don’t change get trampled on and are taken over by the disrupters, the innovators, the ones who were forced to change either out of desperation or hunger or a need to survive. They win and the ones who refuse to change lose. It’s as simple as that.


    “Never allow yourself to be complacent. Look for the cracks in your comfortable world and knock away at those cracks with the hammer of curiosity and critical thinking. You’ll thank me later.” The old man laughed bitterly. “But I’ll be dead by then.”


    “Adapting to the changes in the world is different than changing one’s beliefs.” Jeno’s voice was soft.


    “Nonsense. Beliefs are like clothes. You don’t wear the same clothes you wore two years ago, do you? Of course not, they won’t fit. They’re too small. You’ve grown since then… Your beliefs are too small for your new world, Jeno. It’s time for you to find new clothes or fashion new ones.”


    Master Bracken’s face softened at seeing Jeno’s silence. He shifted in his chair and tried again. “Did you discover anything while you were studying and thinking last night?”


    Jeno handed the old historian’s book back to Bracken and shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    The old man released an irritated sigh. “Sixty years ago, I came to Sosaram to fight a holy war against the evil old gods. It was a crusade. All the men in my squad considered themselves sacred warriors for Tanir. I also was a believer. It’s true. I went to the temple every week and often several times a week and on holy days, too. The priests taught me their truth, and I took it in like a baby takes food spooned into its mouth. I swallowed it whole without questioning a thing.


    “But that changed. When I entered Sosaram, I saw things that shook my world. Dragons, fairies, elves, gnomes, giants, and a multitude of other wonderful, magical things. But one sight really changed me. When the god Sanjel appeared as a phantom over a battlefield.” Bracken scoffed in amazement at the memory. “His face was both hideous and beautiful. I still wonder how such a thing is possible. The priests told us it was an illusion—a spell cast by the high elf wizards. They told us to ignore it, to shield our eyes, and to fight on blindly. But no matter what, I couldn’t stop myself from looking up and seeing the god of war hovering over and watching our meager army. We were losing badly.


    “You know why I don’t believe it was a spell of illusion? Because the god looked bored, as if we were an insignificant threat. And the god left after a minute of watching us. He left like we were too trivial a threat to bother. The god of war came simply out of curiosity and left without a thought. If it was an illusion meant to frighten us, it would have been far more effective to remain and appear threatening. No, it was a god.


    “There were wizards on the battlefield that day. We didn’t know what to do against them. The generals and captains were scrambling around barking different orders, but all came to nothing against them. Archers did nothing. Ballistas did nothing. All the implements of war were but child’s play to those wizards. They burned the advancing soldiers and ignited their bodies underneath their steel armor. Many perished that day, but I was lucky. I was just a lowly foot soldier in leather armor, and the wizards ignored my squad. But then I was swatted over by a giant and left for dead. I dragged myself away to a cave that night, and that’s when I found it. The treasure that would change my life. Somehow, while the god of war frowned upon everyone else in my regiment, he smiled on me.”


    “And now you’ve abandoned Tanir?” Jeno asked, both fascinated and disgusted by the man’s story. “You’ve embraced the old gods out of greed and selfishness? Don’t you worry about your soul?”


    “No, I don’t.” Bracken gave Jeno a hard-eyed stare. “I grew out of my old clothes and made new ones. They fit better and don’t constrain me like before. I’ve adopted a new set of beliefs, and they feel fine. My world is larger now, and I hope you are starting to see that larger world as well.”


    “I’m nothing like you,” hissed Jeno. “I’ll never sacrifice my faith for a life of wealth.”


    “You don’t think about wealth because you’ve always lived a life of privilege. Not me. My family always struggled. And yes, I did long for wealth, and I’ve enjoyed it my whole life. It’s not a bad thing. But I haven’t been selfish. I’ve created wealth to help not only myself but the people who work for me. And I help those in need through charity. My success has helped others. Why should I be ashamed of that?”


    Jeno refused to answer the man’s question because he was beginning to despise Master Bracken. The old soldier possessed a silver tongue, but behind the man was a corrupted heart filled with an ugly, black stain. The boy felt dirty being around him and was antsy, wishing he could leave right away.


    “Where is Shani?” he said and looked at the man. “We’re going to leave now. I’ve had enough. The lies mixed with the truth…”


    “That’s the problem with you, Jeno. You’re so used to taking that you don’t know how to listen, and you don’t know how to give. You’ll take my charity, but you won’t listen to the truth, even when it’s right in front of you. I’ve offered my help, and you’ll take it as long as it suits your purposes. But when I speak the truth and it makes you feel uncomfortable, all you can think about is leaving. Go ahead. I won’t stop you. The door is right there. Shani is bathing and getting dressed. She’s no longer a slave and needs to shed her slave’s garb. You can leave when she is finished. Though I don’t know if she wants to go with you. You’ll have to ask her. Mr. Darnith can help translate.”


    Jeno felt ashamed. “I’m sorry if I came across that way. I don’t mean to abuse your charity. You have been kind to us. Just please respect my beliefs and don’t force your ideas on me. I don’t agree with them.”


    The old soldier looked at him with piercing, patient eyes, the kind of eyes a father has for a wayward son. “You don’t now, but you soon will. Unlike you, I can see the tidal wave of change looming right behind you. It’s bearing down, and it’s going to hit you hard. I hope you don’t go rigid in your mind and break in the process. Adapt or die. If you change, you’ll survive. Please—”


    Jeno balled up his fists and stood, unable to contain his fury. He didn’t look back, even after he’d left the room. He packed his things while Freyia studied him with sad eyes. Cray was also there sitting on the bed, quiet.


    “He’s not coming with us,” she said. “Cray has decided to stay with the old soldier. I still don’t understand why you—” She stopped herself and sighed. “Let’s go then if that’s what you want. Let’s find your brother.”


    Jeno was so confused he didn’t know what he wanted. But after what he’d read last night and after his conversations with the old man, he felt really lost and uncertain. Being in this unholy land didn’t help. He wished he could visit a temple devoted to Tanir. He wished he could talk to a priest, even though he knew that was impossible right now. Not here, not now, not anytime soon. It was a terrible thing to feel all alone in a strange land. He squeezed his eyes shut and said a prayer to Tanir, begging for his guidance and a clarity of mind. He wished he could hear his god. Why was he silent?


    You’re not listening, said the voice. Listen to your god when he speaks. It was the same voice from the pool. He recognized it. The curse. Jeno screamed and fell to his knees. He clenched his fists and pounded his own head, praying for the voice to go away.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    The dwarf sighed and shook his head, craving a mug of ale. Though he’d found charity, he hadn’t found anything to drink. Despite the hatred in the eyes of the high elves, Garain had received kindness and charity after nearly being killed and left for dead in that stinking prison cell. He had only tried to help Jeno and Freyia. Why hadn’t the stupid boy listened to him? Why had he gone into the doctor’s office—that evil place that smelled like a house of the dead? He’d been a fool. But did Garain expect anything different from humans?


    The high elves had patched him up and cast their spells over him, curing the wounds and removing the pain. But of course, not the pain of memory that haunted him in the wee hours of the night. Magic did nothing to stop the flashes of terror that struck him when he least expected it. Images of his father’s furious face as he lashed out at him. A face twisted, all grotesque and weird. His father would speak, and the words were slow and deep, like a demon’s in the dark. And the magic didn’t cure the pain of the memory of his father’s whip lashing into the skin of his thigh as he beat him. For nothing. Garain couldn’t even remember what he’d done wrong. Did he do something so terrible as to deserve his father’s cruelty? Maybe Garain was simply a horrible person and deserved it.


    But did he deserve what his father had done to Jani? She had promised to be his. They were to be married. And then they weren’t…


    Gods he needed a drink. His mind was too clear. His memory was too sharp. The past was too close. He wanted to drive it all away, to push it back into the dark recesses of his churning mind. Let it die there forever. But it wouldn’t. He knew it was easier to heal the body than to mend the mind. Much harder, and Garain felt like he lacked the willpower even to try.


    When he was wasting away in the prison cell, he held onto futile hopes. In his mind, the boy—or at least spurred on by the girl—would come and help release him from jail. They’d return the favor he’d shown them and try to help. But they never did. Then the dwarf truly knew he didn’t deserve it. Even though he’d helped them, he was too insignificant in their eyes to even bother. He sighed and shook his head. Of course, they couldn’t have helped him. They were wanted for murder by the city guards. Maybe they had thought to help him but were unable to offer assistance.


    Garain knew the two kids were alive. He had heard from the prison guards that the doctor and his servants had been murdered. At first, they tried to blame Garain for the heinous slaughter, but when they brought in the doctor’s aged assistant, she shook her head and said it wasn’t him. It was two humans, a boy and a girl, and they’d killed the burly guards and then viciously slain the doctor. It was a miracle that Jeno and Freyia had survived that hellhole. That devil of a guard had fought incredibly well. Garain wondered how in the name of the gods Jeno and Freyia had beaten him.


    After that, they’d let Garain go free and sent him to the hospital. And now, he was wandering the streets, penniless and uncertain where he should go. Then a thought came to him. He had an uncle in Drathan. Shouldn’t he go there and ask for his help? But would his uncle help? Surely, he would, Garain thought, remembering his uncle’s kindness. But could he even make it that far without any money? Food he could get from the temples and the dour-faced priests. Shelter he could find in a back alleyway. And drink… he couldn’t procure spirits without money. His uncle had plenty of money. And of course, he would have lots of drink for him to enjoy. It was the only way to find the pleasant haze of nothingness. He had to find a way to get to Drathan. But the cost of transportation was another matter…


    An idea hit him. He could find work on a ship. He was still strong and could load boxes and crates. The docks. That’s where he needed to go. There would be work to find and that would buy him passage to Drathan. The rest would be easy. But could he find work? Would anyone there hire a dwarf? Probably not, he mused, but the gods might grant him a bit of luck. Or he might find kindness in the eyes of someone at the docks. Besides, what other choice did he have?


    It didn’t take long to reach the place, but out of twelve ship captains he’d talked to, all of them had turned him down. A few had spit on him. Many had called him a dirty dwarf. One even pulled down his pants and tried to piss on him. Gods, he hated these people. Ignorance and discrimination ran rampant in Pereth. Drathan was a completely different story. The laws there insisted on civility toward all races—including the dwarves—and the citizens complied, though not all of them really believed it. The hatred in their eyes was still there behind a mask of forced obedience to the law.


    He really did need a drink. Looking around, he spied a group of lowlife mixed-breed elves clustered around a barrel. They were passing around a bottle of something that certainly looked like what he craved. He waddled over to them and figured he would try the humorous approach.


    “What do you get when you cross a dwarf with a bottle of wine?”


    Mouths hung open as the men stared stupidly at him.


    “An empty bottle.”


    They remained quiet for a moment then one man with curly, golden hair and demented eyes barked out a half-laugh. One of them, a portly man with small hands and a red face, raised his finger.


    “I’ve got one for you. What do you get when you cross a dwarf and a river of ale?”


    A few pair of eyes looked at the man and snickered.


    “A drowned dwarf.”


    Garain shook his head. “Nay. You’d get an empty river and a still-thirsty dwarf. My turn. What did the priest say after the high elf confessed his sins?”


    The men shrugged.


    “The priest didn’t say anything. He’d fallen asleep waiting for the high elf to finish.”


    That got a bit more laughter. There was no love for high elves among these men. A skinny half-elf lad with a sneering face and cunning eyes aimed his finger at Garain.


    “Why did the dirty dwarf walk all the way down the pier toward a group of guys getting drunk?”


    “That’s easy,” said Garain. “He was hoping the drink would make him forgot all about high elves and their nasty, arrogant smirks.”


    Lots of nods and barks of affirmation. The portly guy holding the bottle jostled it in Garain’s direction. He didn’t hesitate and walked over and took a long pull. Gods, it tasted divine. Garain had made sure not to let his lips touch the bottle. Didn’t want them worrying about his dirty dwarf lips tainting their drink. He didn’t spill a drop and handed it over to the next guy.


    “What’s your name?” said the portly guy.


    “Garain. I’m headed to Drathan to visit my uncle.”


    “I’m Fesh,” the pot-bellied man replied. “And this is my boat and my crew. I heard that dwarves work hard.”


    “I heard that humans can’t win wars, too.”


    Lots of snorting and muffled laughs. That got them. So, he tried again.


    “But yeah, we’re strong enough to build high elf cities and smart enough to build our own cities in the mountains.”


    Fesh nodded his head. “I suppose the real reason for your visit was to find work on my fine ship? Am I correct?”


    “Actually, it was the bottle of wine that lured me over.” Garain grinned at a few of the men who’d laughed at his jokes. “But I do need to travel to Drathan. And I’m not afraid of hard work.”


    “If you can work twice as hard as I do,” said the sneering-faced lad, “I can kick up my feet and enjoy the ride to Drathan while you do my job.”


    “Or I can fire you and pay myself the difference.” Fesh gave the lad a hard look. He shifted his gaze back to Garain. “How are you in regard to upholding the laws of this fine city? And, of course, the laws of Drathan?”


    “Though I’m short and stocky, I’m flexible as hell.” Garain knew this crew operated on the shady side of the river.


    “Right answer,” said Fesh. “Consider yourself hired. But we don’t leave until later today. Lots left to unload and then more to load. We’ll start right away. Welcome to the crew, Garain.”


    The dwarf shook the elf’s hand and thanked him. Still, something didn’t feel right about the man or his crew, especially the young lad with the crafty eyes. He’d have to be careful with this group. But right now, he didn’t care. At least he’d found a way to Drathan and a ship with an ample supply of drink.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    Every night, the memory haunted Shani. The gang of half-elf slavers ravaging their village. She had nightmares and flashbacks of battling the high elf illusionist. Her opponent had cast powerful spells that smashed through Shani’s wards, leaving her broken. The illusionist’s spells had mesmerized the warriors of their village and caused the blades of friends to turn against their allies. After the high elf had dominated her mind, Shani felt the crushing weight of guilt and defeat and powerlessness. The remaining villagers could do little to stop them. She’d never encountered an enemy who wielded such a vast well of power and possessed such a magnificent skill in battle. It was far beyond Shani’s training and experience. Though she blamed herself for failing to protect her tribe, she admitted she lacked the mastery to stop her foe. Still, her stomach felt a twisting pain when she remembered what had happened.


    The doctor had told her that she and her people were better off now than before, but Shani didn’t believe it. But at least they’d be well-fed and didn’t have to worry about starvation, especially the little ones. Though she didn’t argue with the high elf doctor, she couldn’t help but feel the pain of separation from her tribe, her friends, and her family.


    When the doctor had told her that the old human had bought her freedom, she’d felt worried that he expected her to be his wife. The doctor had laughed and said the man was too old for a young bride and said she was truly free and could go wherever she wanted. Then he told her the reason her freedom was purchased was because of the influence of Jeno and Freyia, the boy and girl she had met in her village. This filled her heart with joy. They were repaying her kindness for saving Jeno and Freyia’s life by securing her freedom. But what should she do? Where should she go? She had asked the doctor where the others from the village had gone, and he’d shrugged and told her it was impossible to find out. They’d gone everywhere and nowhere at the same time. No one tracked sold slaves in Pereth, and besides, many could have gone by boat or cart to distant cities and towns. Anything was possible.


    Shani knew it was fate that the gods had brought her back to see Jeno. The boy was imbued with some kind of special power that she couldn’t quite place. But the funny thing was he didn’t know a thing about it. He was ignorant of his own nature. After she’d first met him, she couldn’t stop thinking about him and what she’d sensed in him. It was weird and wonderful at the same time. Not only love, for she had felt love with another boy before him, but with Jeno it was something deeper, more magnificent and worshipful, like what she felt toward the gods. She had felt in awe of him and hated it when he’d insisted on leaving their village. He’d chosen Freyia over her, but she held no bitterness in her heart, only acceptance. Besides, Jeno didn’t really know Shani at all. Now, it might be different. She might have a chance with him. And she didn’t mind it if he loved Freyia. The gods gifted mortals with hearts big enough to love many people. The world was a richer and more beautiful place when love flourished in their hearts.


    When she’d learned he had been bitten by wolves and almost died, she’d felt sick. It would never have happened to him if he hadn’t destroyed the charm she’d made for him. That was the worst part. He broken the gift she’d given to him. She knew he had because she felt a break in the bonds of magic. Why had he done that? He’d not only insulted her but hurt himself. He was a strange boy filled with weird, fanatical beliefs. She hoped those beliefs wouldn’t last. Hopefully he would expand his mind during his visit to this magical world. But then again, maybe he wouldn’t.


    A knock on the door startled her out of her reverie. She called out and heard an unknown voice speaking in her language. The words and grammar were correct, but the pronunciation had a funny accent similar to the doctor’s.


    “Come in,” she said, and she put on a dark leather jacket over the emerald-green shirt she had selected. She didn’t like the linen pants and vowed to find a pair of leather hunting pants. It was much colder up here in the mountains.


    The servant in the black suit appeared, the one the doctor had called Mr. Darnith. “I hope you’ve found everything you need.”


    “You speak my language well,” she observed. “And yes, thank you. Where are Jeno and Freyia? The doctor told me—”


    “They are leaving now and have asked me to translate.”


    Her heart fluttered in her chest like a cluster of butterflies. Leaving without her? Did they want to say goodbye? “But don’t they—”


    “There is no need to worry, child. They would like you to go with them, if you wish. If you have all your things ready, then follow me.”


    She obeyed and left the room. She didn’t have anything but a bag of her medicines and a dagger. At least, the doctor had allowed her to keep that. But she had nothing else. All her charms were gone. She could make new ones and cast new spells of protection. They’d need them wherever they were going. The blight was everywhere, even in the cities, though the runes in the walls did block most of the dark magic.


    But that was changing. She felt the dark power surging and saw black, slithery fingers sneaking in through the cracks. It would come eventually, and then those in the cities would feel the pain and suffer the consequences of ignoring the dark gods. They were here in this world, rather than resting back in the Realm of the Gods. They were actively at war with the high elves. It was a secret, subversive war. It was time for the high elf priests to beg for their gods of light to come and aid them in this war. Before it was too late.


    “Shani,” Jeno said, and she looked at him and smiled. He said many words she didn’t understand but found herself recognizing a few. The doctor had hired a private tutor to teach her the common language, though they’d met only once and studied for a few hours. She wished she could continue her studies and worried about communicating with Jeno and Freyia.


    “The boy is asking you if you are ready to go. He is in a hurry to leave Master Bracken’s house. The two had an argument over the boy’s strange religious beliefs.” The high elf servant sighed and cast disdainful eyes at Jeno. “If you ask me, the boy is foolish. He refuses any help from the master and has rejected money. But the master is sneaky. He has instructed me to endow your purse with gold and silver coins. You will find them in your bag. Help the boy and the girl when it is needed. The master wants to ensure they can make it safely on their own.”


    “Please thank the master for me. And thank you also for translating.” Shani cast her gaze at Jeno and Freyia. “I don’t know how I’ll communicate with them.”


    “Can you read runes?” the servant asked.


    “Yes, of course. My mother taught me. Why?”


    The elf handed her a leather book. “Inside is the secret to speaking with your friends. See? It contains the wood elf language on one side and the common language on the right side written in runes. The words sound like the runic spelling, though they are often inaccurate. Your friends should be able to help you with the pronunciation and grammar. May the gods grant you good fortune.”


    Shani held the book and thanked him. The man spoke to Jeno and Freyia in the common tongue and gestured at the book. Jeno nodded, and Freyia looked delighted. She hugged Shani and whispered words of excitement in her ear. Shani felt a wave of happiness at having the book and being reunited with Freyia, though she felt nervous at the prospect of spending time with Jeno. Some peculiar fire burned in his eyes. It was probably from his religious beliefs.


    “Goodbye, Shani.” The servant bowed to the two girls and eyed Jeno with caution.


    The cold air outside hit her legs hard, causing goosebumps to rise. It made her wish for warm leather pants. At least, she had the jacket. Freyia and Jeno both wore jackets but also had only thin cotton pants. They needed a full set of hunting leathers to survive in this climate. Freyia shivered and looked up at the sky. It would snow soon, Shani decided. She could feel it. And when it did, they would suffer. Why hadn’t they asked for warmer clothes from the servants? Shani was certain the master would have been happy to give it to them. She caught Freyia’s eyes and pointed at her cotton pants then pointed at the old soldier’s house. Freyia shrugged and cast a glance at Jeno, but the boy was already walking briskly down the street. The two girls jogged after him.


    The boy was being rash and foolish. Shani vowed to buy them warmer clothes the first chance they had. But Jeno was charging down the streets as if determined to get someplace fast. After a few minutes of walking, they reached a market, and Jeno located a tall boy with colorful clothes and a warm, fur jacket dyed in pink and purple. His fur hat was dyed in a swirl of orange and green. He was a handsome half-elf and looked ridiculous. But he made Shani laugh. Jeno talked to the boy for a moment and pointed at Shani. The half-elf nodded and, grinning, sauntered over to the healer.


    “He wants me to translate.” The half-elf boy thrust out his hand and shook hers. “I’m Karn. It’s Shani, right? Nice to meet you. You have lovely eyes. Has anyone ever told you that?”


    Shani chuckled and shook her head. “Has anyone told you how ridiculous you look? Did someone throw dye all over your clothes?”


    He actually looked proud as he patted his jacket. “It’s an expression of my exquisite taste. I’m the King of Market Street, and a king needs his royal clothes.”


    “You look like a royal joke, your highness.” She laughed and covered her mouth.


    The boy placed his hands over his heart in a feigned expression of being stabbed. “She insults me!” He muttered many words in the common tongue to Jeno and Freyia, and they both began to laugh. He was acting silly now.


    Jeno turned sober after settling down, and he continued talking to Karn. The half-elf nodded and turned back to Shani.


    “He wants my help in locating a dwarf. But I already know the answer. There’s only been one dwarf seen in Pereth recently. He was in jail and was released. I’ve seen him recently at the docks. He’s found work for a captain of a low-reputation ship. We’ll be going there now.”


    “We don’t have proper clothes for travel. I want to buy something better and purchase a pair of good leather pants for myself. I also need a few other supplies.”


    “I can arrange that. I’m well-connected to many reputable shopkeepers.” Karn was about to talk to Jeno when she grabbed his arm.


    “Make sure to tell him that the money I have is a result of my work. He refused anything from the master of the house where he was staying.”


    Karn shook his head in disbelief. “Foolish human. Why would he do that? Master Bracken is a good man. Don’t worry. I’ll set it up properly. He’ll think he is paying for it with the little money he has left. You can pay me separately when he’s not looking. Deal?”


    Shani narrowed her eyes at him. “As long as you’re not planning on cheating me. I’ve dealt with people like you. I’m no fool.”


    “All right, all right!” He spread his arms in defeat. “I’ll make sure you get the best prices. I wouldn’t dream of trying to cheat a gorgeous girl like you.”


    “Whatever,” she said and scoffed. The boy chuckled and spoke more words to Jeno and Freyia, pointing at their clothes. Jeno argued something back, but Karn pointed at himself and aimed a finger at a shopkeeper. They walked over to the stall, and Shani scanned through the selection of leather hunting pants, finally finding a pair she liked. It took Jeno longer to find leathers that fit him, as he was human and shorter than most of the high elf males. He finally accepted a pair of leather pants that Shani believed was designed for a woman. She winked at him as he put them over his legs, seeing if they would fit. He looked confused but smiled back and looked shyly away. Freyia was easier, and she put a pair of black leather pants that hugged her long legs and round hips.


    While Jeno was changing, Shani dug into her medicine bag and found the purse. “How much?” she asked Karn.


    The half-elf haggled with the shopkeeper for a bit, and Shani paid close attention to their bargaining. Finally, Karn looked up and said, “Twelve silver pieces. Give it to her, so you know I’m not cheating you. Wouldn’t want you suspecting me. Besides, I’d rather you give me a kiss as a show of your appreciation.”


    Shani kissed her palm and slapped him on the rear. “There you go. Now I’ve done it. And here’s your silver.”


    Karn bent over and giggled like a child. He waggled his finger at her. “You’re bad. Truly. I like you. I’m thinking that maybe a trip to Drathan on that ship would be the perfect thing for me.”


    “Jeno intends on going to Drathan?” She scowled, wishing she would have asked him the plan.


    “Yeah, to find his brother. He’s been looking for him. You didn’t know?”


    She shook her head. The capital city wasn’t where she wanted to go. She hated the high elves and had heard that Drathan was the last place a wood elf would want to see. Her mother had had a horrific experience, and her story had scared Shani away from cities. Her hatred of cities had only strengthened because her humiliating experience at the slaver’s market. She shuddered, thinking how she and her people had been shackled and stripped down and shown naked to all the hawk-eyed high elf buyers. It was barbaric and still gave her nightmares.


    And now she’d have to go to Drathan? The capitol of the high elves and the birthplace of their cruel minds? Shani glared at Jeno and let out a long, tired breath, cursing her fate. The gods willed her to follow this boy, and follow she must, until fate unraveled its mysteries.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    Jeno said a prayer of thanks to Tanir, relieved the dwarf was alive. Through Karn and his knowledge of the streets, he’d discovered that Garain was safe, but Jeno still felt guilty. He blamed himself for the dwarf’s imprisonment and poor treatment. He wished he would have tried earlier to help him. He had been prepared to do anything to discover where he was and to work to secure his release. Hopefully, once they reached the docks where Garain was working, the dwarf would talk to him and accept his apology.


    “Have you thought about coming with us to Drathan?” Jeno eyed the half-elf boy, hoping he might find something to entice him. He could use his help to find his brother and his mother in Drathan, assuming either of them were even there.


    “I have a life here in Pereth.” Karn looked indifferent at the prospect. “Why would I want to go to the capitol?”


    “You know, the adventure. Besides, it’s cold here.” Jeno caught the half-elf glancing at the healer. “And Shani will be coming with us. You like her, right?”


    Karn scoffed. “I like a lot of girls. And besides, many high elf girls are chasing after me. Why should I care about a wood elf?”


    But Jeno could tell he was lying. He’d been entranced by Shani’s looks and loved her wittiness. It was easy to see, even though they’d been talking in the wood elf tongue. She batted away his advances and looked at him as if he was a boy. He liked the fact she was a challenge.


    “So, I suppose you know nothing about Drathan. Never been?” Jeno asked.


    “I didn’t say that. I’ve been there many times for business and pleasure. The high elf girls of Drathan are divine.”


    “Is it as cold there as it is in Pereth?”


    “Of course not. Drathan lies to the south and sits along the sea. Don’t you know anything about geography?”


    Jeno shook his head. “Not a thing. They didn’t have maps of Sosaram where I live. And I can’t read elven runes.”


    “Ridiculous, uneducated humans. I don’t know how you managed to be so lucky to survive here and win Master Bracken’s favor. But despite all that luck, you’ve foolishly spurned his help. Are you crazy?”


    “I had my reasons for leaving. Staying here in Pereth isn’t top of my priorities. Going to Drathan is.” He gave Karn a hard look. “It’s cold here and about to snow. New girls in Drathan and Shani will be coming. A life of adventure. Why don’t you come along? We could use your talent and experience. I haven’t done such a great job so far, and I could use the help. What do you say?”


    “Well, since you’re asking so nicely, I suppose I am a bit bored and cold here in Pereth. I’ve stayed too long. And I do miss the sea.”


    Jeno grinned at him. “If we stumble onto any valuables along the way, we’ll split it evenly.”


    Karn waved away the notion. “I wouldn’t accept anything less than seventy-five percent. Give me some time to settle my affairs and pack my things. I’ll meet you back here in an hour or so. Have something to eat in the meantime.”


    A small smile cracked on Jeno’s face as he watched the half-elf leave. After eating a warm bowl of dumpling soup and cracked rye bread and talking about their upcoming journey, Karn returned wearing a backpack and leather traveling clothes. A short sword dangled at his side. He was out of breath and in a hurry.


    “Now come along. We better run and reach the docks before that ship leaves.”


    They followed the half-elf and it didn’t take them more than ten minutes to reach the expansive central docks of Pereth. The deep, black river ran lazily through the high walled inner city. Karn’s long legs strode quickly down the wooden planks past shops selling fresh fish, clams, eels, and turtles. Other stalls sold candies and sweet wine, sandwiches, and sausages. Jeno felt foolish for not asking the old soldier for help, wishing he had coin to buy supplies for the long voyage. They’d have to find a way to make money. Perhaps they could work on the boat.


    After passing many fine ships with colorful sails and neatly dressed sailors in white uniforms, they reached the end of the docks where a tired-looking sloop was burdened with many crates and barrels. The ship looked as if it had sailed too many times for the aged hull and faded butter-colored sails. The motley-looking crew were finishing loading the last crate, and they turned to study their arrival. Jeno felt uncomfortable at their probing, seedy stares.


    “I’d like to enquire about passage to Drathan.” Karn fixed his eyes on a pot-bellied man with a sun-burnt face. “Might you be the captain?”


    “Aye, I’m the owner of this fine sailing vessel. And who might you be?”


    Karn grinned and extended a long-fingered hand covered with colorful rings. “I’m Karn, the King of Market Street.”


    The captain looked suspiciously at the boy’s hand but took it and shook without vigor. “I’ve heard of you. I’m Fesh. But why don’t you board one of the larger sailing vessels? We’re a commercial outfit.”


    “I’ve heard quite a few things about your ship. And passage aboard your vessel suits me just fine. We are on a quest of sorts, you could say. Well, at least the boy and the girl are.” Karn looked back at Jeno and Freyia, his eyes ponderous. “Don’t call me a liar after I say it, but they’re humans.”


    The captain’s expression turned mirthful. “Human kids here in Pereth? That’s preposterous.”


    “I knew you couldn’t possibly believe me. I didn’t believe it myself, but you’ll find they’re quite convincing. Have a look for yourself and see if you can discern any elven blood. You won’t find a trace.”


    The captain stared at Jeno and Freyia for a long time, eyes puzzled. He glanced back at the sound of Karn’s voice.


    “The boy is searching for his twin brother. Considering how cold and dreary it is here in Pereth, I decided to accompany them south to the sea. The girls in Drathan are delightful.”


    Fesh’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “I won’t argue with that! It’s as cold as a fairy’s foot in this foul city. But the money is good running supplies and such back and forth. So, I guess I can’t complain. But the thing is… I have no use for you on my ship. And as you can see, we’re already heavily burdened. Find another larger ship up the way.”


    Karn leaned closer to the captain and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’m not interested in other ships. I know a great deal about the kinds of contraband your vessel smuggles amidst the worthless dross in those crates and barrels. I know a great deal, indeed.”


    “What?” The captain’s voice went shrill and cut off into a croak as he gazed at Karn with narrowed eyes. “You would report—”


    “I have no interest in anything official or legal.” Karn gave a disarming sweep of the hands. “I’m merely interested in passage to Drathan for myself and my friends. In return, I promise to make an introduction to an important contact in the city who will prove lucrative to your business. Do we have a deal?”


    The captain’s eyes looked like someone who had a dagger to their throat. The threat had worked. “Do I have a choice?”


    “One more thing,” Jeno interrupted. “My friend Garain.”


    Fesh studied Jeno with a look of intrigue. “The dwarf is a friend of yours? Strange, indeed. He keeps to himself mostly but is a damned fine worker. What do you want with him?”


    “I want to apologize. He helped us on the road to Pereth, but we couldn’t return the favor when he needed it.”


    “Go ahead, he’s just down the way loading the last of the barrels.” The captain straightened and jutted out his chest as if making an official announcement. “I want you all to know that, while I’m allowing you passage aboard my ship, I require you to respect my authority and obey my rules. They’re quite simple. Provide aid above and below decks when it is needed—and you will have to work. Second, no talk of mutiny or plots toward it and no theft of my goods or those of the crew. And most importantly, considering the danger along the river, if we’re attacked, kill the bastards before they can kill us. Are you in agreement?”


    Jeno, Karn, and Freyia nodded their heads in unison. Karn whispered a few words in Shani’s ear. The wood elf healer stared in suspicion at the captain. Jeno felt the same way as she and didn’t trust this man or his leery-eyed crew. One particular boy, thin and wiry as a circus performer, with an oval face and bright blue eyes, gazed at them with a slow, sly expression. He was trouble, and Jeno knew it. But he ignored the boy and the other crew members and instead walked down to where the captain had pointed. He found Garain loading the last barrel onto a cart. The dwarf stopped what he was doing and frowned when he saw Jeno and Freyia’s approach.


    “You two again?” Garain gave a grunt of irritation. The dwarf looked at Freyia for a long while then glanced at Jeno. His face appeared haggard and tired. He wore dirty, oversized rags for clothes, so unlike the trim, fashionable attire he had donned before. He seemed to Jeno a man completely at the end of his wits. The smell of stale ale wafted off the dwarf like a sickly stain.


    “I’m—” Jeno tried to speak, but the dwarf raised a tired hand to cut him off.


    “Save your speech for someone else. I’m not interested.” Garain turned away and went back to his work. He began to drag the cart carrying the wooden barrel.


    They followed him to the ship and watched as the dwarf hefted the barrel off the cart, his face red and strained. Jeno was amazed at his strength carrying a barrel his size and likely his same weight. After he’d placed it on deck, he slapped his hands and grunted in satisfaction. Jeno followed him on deck, but the dwarf again turned his back and reached down for a bottle resting in a half-empty case. He took a long pull and finally exhaled in satisfaction.


    “Prison is a pain in the ass,” Garain said, his voice soft and reminiscing. “They hate dwarves in this damnable city. I wonder why my grandfather never bothered to tell me that. Would have skipped it entirely and gone straight to Drathan. Should’ve never listened to him. Maybe the bastard wanted me to suffer…”


    “I’m sorry,” said Freyia. “We’re both so sorry you lost your cart and all your things and were sent to prison. You didn’t deserve that.”


    The dwarf snorted. “Sorry is an easy thing to say. It’s much harder to act. Words… they’re easy to spit out. One thing I learned is to be a man of action. When I saw you two pathetic fools lying all bloody on the road, I could’ve left you for dead. Maybe I should have, but I didn’t. I acted. I did something. I saved your damned lives; that’s what I did. And when that bastard tried to do gods only know what to you two, I did something. But the guard was too big, too strong, and too damned good at fighting. I never was the best fighter, but at least I tried.”


    He fixed his soft gray eyes on Jeno and held his gaze. “That’s the key word, tried.”


    The implied accusation stung, and Jeno winced and looked away. “We should have tried to help you.”


    The dwarf clicked his tongue. “As if there was anything you could have done. No money, no knowledge of this city or this realm. A couple of fools on a foolish journey is all. You’re likely to get yourselves killed. I’m shocked you survived that hellhole and murdered the bastard. How did you kill that guard? The man was a brute.”


    “It was a sneaky blade and a lucky strike.” Jeno shrugged and looked at Freyia. “While he was carrying me down to the basement. Otherwise, we’d both be dead.”


    “Jeno saved my life.” Freyia nodded at him, despite the dismissive shake of his head. “No, it’s true. He did. You don’t want to know what was down there in that dungeon.”


    “I can only imagine,” said Garain. “A mighty fine trap sprung and caught two young morsels. But how did you get away? And how did you recover?”


    Freyia and Jeno took turns telling the story as the captain and crew finished preparing the sloop for disembarking. The dwarf listened patiently, drinking several more bottles in the process. At the end of it, he seemed satisfied, and a light returned to his eyes.


    “Truthfully, I did blame you for not trying to help me, even though I knew it was beyond your ability. Considering all that’s happened, I’m surprised you didn’t end up in prison with me. There’s a reward out for your capture. I suppose that old captain protected you. I guess he helped you a lot, including new winter clothes and getting all ready for your trip south. Eh?”


    Jeno remained quiet at that and stared down at his boots. He’d treated Master Bracken badly, and he knew it. It wasn’t right at all how he had spurned kindness with zealous disrespect all because of his beliefs. He wished he could go back and apologize to the old soldier. He’d acted poorly.


    “Push off!” shouted the captain. Karn and Shani boarded the boat and took a seat next to Freyia. The crew unfurled the sails, untied the ropes, and shoved the boat away from the pier. Soon, they were sailing downstream, the towering stone wall on one side and the docks on the other.


    Jeno looked back at the city and felt terrible. A knot in his stomach twisted. He should have never left without apologizing and thanking the old man. Why had he been so stupid? He should have listened to the man and to what he had to say, even if he didn’t agree with his beliefs. He should have paid the old soldier the respect he was due. There was a weird sensation swirling around in his gut that caused Jeno to believe the old man was dying and he probably wouldn’t live long, not long enough for Jeno to ever see him again, even if he did return to Pereth one day. A wave of melancholy and regret struck Jeno hard, causing him to gasp for air.


    “Stop the boat!” shouted Jeno, standing in a rush. He looked at the captain then glanced over to Karn. The half-elf stared at him with confused eyes.


    “Are you crazy?” Fesh said. “We’re not stopping. Sit down.”


    “I need to do something in Pereth. I made a mistake, and I need to correct it. It will only take thirty minutes or so. Can’t you wait?”


    “Like hell I will. We’ve got a long trip ahead of us.” The captain turned to Karn. “You know the rules, and your friends need to abide by them. Tell him to shut up and sit down, unless he wants to find himself a new boat.”


    Karn looked over at Jeno. “Is it really that important? Come on. You want to find your brother, don’t you? I thought he went to Drathan.”


    “But I have to do something first in Pereth. I mistreated the old soldier. I want to apologize.”


    “Do it later,” said Karn. “This is ridiculous.”


    “There might not be a next time. He’s old, and I doubt he’ll live long.” Jeno noticed they were reaching the end of the docks and heading toward a stone tunnel where the river burrowed through the city. He didn’t have any time. It was too late. The boat couldn’t stop even if they tried.


    He looked at Freyia, desperate now. “Stay on the boat. I’ll find you. I’m sorry.”


    One jump and he leapt into the river. The cold water hit him so hard his eyes flared open in a fright.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    The water was so cold he could barely breathe. Fighting consciousness, Jeno jolted to action and swam toward the ladder at the end of the docks. His lungs burned from the exertion. Fiery needles stabbed across his skin from the freezing water. Behind him, he heard Freyia’s scream. Shani shouted, but he didn’t look back until he seized the ladder and hauled himself up to the dock. As he rolled over, panting and shivering, he spied Freyia’s desperate eyes right before the ship disappeared into the tunnel.


    He was alone now. If he didn’t get up and move, he’d freeze to death right there on the dock. There was no one around to help. This far down at the end of the docks, it was quiet and empty. All the sailors were on board with the captain and the others. Determined to finish what he’d started, he pushed himself up and staggered back down the docks. Shivering, wet, and freezing, he began to jog to keep himself from locking up.


    Why the hell had he thought it was a good idea to jump into the freezing river? Even though his brain was muddled from the cold, rational thought started to return. He had acted with an incredible amount of stupidity. Why had he run off in the first place and left the old soldier’s house without first apologizing, thanking him, and even saying goodbye? Now, he was separated from Freyia and the others and had nearly frozen to death. Only Tanir knew if he could ever be reunited with them. Nothing was going like how he’d hoped or planned. This whole quest had turned into one enormous mess. He never should have knocked out the priest back in Castle Maarn. That one sinful action had caused Tanir to curse him.


    After stumbling and jogging along, winding through the city back toward where he remembered was the old soldier’s house, he finally rounded a corner and spied the facade of the huge white mansion. He clambered up the steps, still soaking wet and shivering, and banged on the front door. In a few moments, Mr. Darnith opened the door. His scowling face turned to surprise and concern when he recognized Jeno.


    “Good gods, whatever has happened to you?” The butler grabbed Jeno’s arm and dragged him into the house. “We have to get you out of those wet clothes. My goodness. Is Freyia and Shani alright? I hope nothing bad has happened to them.”


    Jeno’s teeth were chattering so loudly he could barely speak. “Safe. On a boat. I came back.”


    “Did you jump into the river?” He held up a hand when Jeno tried to speak. “Later. Upstairs now, out of these clothes and into a hot bath, you foolish boy.”


    After a steaming hot soak and a change of clothes, Jeno finally stopped shivering. He’d had a long time to think about what he’d done here and what he was going to say to Master Bracken. His mind cleared after he’d reflected on the last few conversations he’d had with the old soldier. It really hadn’t gone well. He’d acted immature and foolish. Was he really such a zealot as were the devout priests of Tanir? Were his beliefs so deeply engrained that he would reject rational thought with such vehemence? He wished his father was around to give him counsel. Despite his harsh ways, Father had a way of considering both sides of an argument with equal weight. Usually, at least, unless it came to topics regarding the war against the gods and the magical creatures of Sosaram. The man was fanatical in pursuit of war and bloodshed.


    “I’m glad to see you’re not dead.”


    Jeno looked up and saw the wrinkled face of Master Bracken. The old soldier seemed relieved and pleased to see him again. He tottered over, a silver cane in one hand, and he sat on a thick chair in the corner of the bedroom. Before his arrival, Jeno had been tempted to sleep.


    “You ran off in such a hurry and came back to us in such a strange state,” he said. “Is something going on in your mind? Perhaps there was something you wanted to talk about.”


    “Yes, there is something. I needed to apologize for how I acted toward you.” Jeno locked eyes with the old man. “My behavior was inconsiderate and foolish. And I never had the chance to thank you properly for helping me. Will you ever forgive me?”


    A broad, wise smile spread across the soldier’s face. “You don’t even need to mention it, son. I understand. I do. I was once young, foolish, and opinionated like you. I believed I was right about everything. Change happened slowly for me, but I hope it happens faster for you. I don’t think you can afford ten, twenty, or thirty years of mental and emotional struggle. Now, what’s this I hear about you falling into the river? Was that because of me?”


    “On the boat, I had a realization about our conversation and how I treated you. The captain wouldn’t stop the ship, so I jumped into the river and swam to the dock. I had a feeling I might not ever see you again. I couldn’t let that happen without first apologizing and expressing my thanks. It was a strong, strange feeling.”


    The old soldier gave a tired sigh. “I’m dying, son. The sickness is strong, and there’s nothing the doctors can do. You’re feeling was eerily right. I might not live another month. It’s the kind of sickness that is painful and severe but merciful in the last few months. They say I don’t have much time left. I can feel it deep in the marrow of my bones. It’s weakening my steps and tightening my breathing.” He placed his large, spotted hands over his chest. “The end is coming soon for this old man.”


    “I’m so sorry to hear that,” said Jeno.


    “Don’t think anything of it.” Master Bracken chuckled and gave him a wink. “I’ve lived a good, long life, and I’ve done much for the poor and the needy of this city. I was vicious and cruel as a soldier, greedy as a young adventurer and businessman, but kind and patient and generous as an old man. I suppose my life didn’t turn out so bad if you ask me.”


    The man fixed his pale blue eyes on Jeno. “Now, as for you and your life, it’s up to you and the choices you make. So far, you’ve made poor choices. But I can see you coming around to the truth. On the outside, jumping into an icy cold river would seem like a poor choice, but in my eyes, it was a strong step in the right direction. Was part of your decision a questioning of your beliefs?”


    Jeno nodded his head. “I’ve been having a hard time balancing my beliefs with my logical thinking. There are gaps in what I thought was the truth. Gaps that don’t pass the test of rational thought. I still have my faith, but I’m having a hard time handling my doubts.”


    “Go easy on yourself, son. Don’t push your mind too hard. The wind is blowing strong against you. Don’t fight it. Bend like the soft willow trees. You’ll make it through to the other side. Here in Sosaram, the world is different. Magic is everywhere. You truly can’t deny its presence. It’s not evil. It merely exists. Everyone has a bit of magic inside them. It could be creativity or the ability to weave stories or dream dreams. For me, it is the dreams. Unexplainable dreams where I am transported to distant shores and exotic worlds. Maybe I’ve glimpsed the realm of the gods in my dreams. I’m not sure. But I know it is my magic. I hold it dear to my heart like a precious friend. And I can see the spark of magic inside you. It’s pure and powerful. Have you ever thought about what kind of magic exists inside you?”


    “Never. I’ve always hated magic. It makes me ill when I feel it flowing around me. I’ve had bad experiences with magic.” Jeno decided to tell him the stories of his encounters with the magical creatures. The old soldier listened patiently as Jeno talked. Once, the man summoned his butler to bring them a delicious Elderflower drink. It quenched Jeno’s parched throat and made it easier for him to go on.


    At the end of it, Master Bracken gave Jeno a sympathetic smile. “Now, I understand. That would have been hard for anyone to endure. It must have been especially difficult since you were so young when those things happened to you and your brother. But why do you suppose your brother thinks differently than you? Why did he come here alone, searching for your mother?”


    “I guess he just couldn’t stand it any longer. Our mother is the most important memory to us and an enormous mystery. Finding her is our greatest desire.” Admitting this caused Jeno to go quiet for a while in solemn reflection. That was it. His brother was right. Finding their mother was the most important thing in the world, not only to Chiro, but also to Jeno. He’d been suppressing it all along, but now he realized it was true. He wanted the same thing as his brother. A sudden, powerful feeling hit him like a cold blast of winter. His mother would make everything better. If he found her, he would find answers to so many of the questions that had been haunting him. Nothing else mattered.


    “What is it?” the old soldier asked, his eyes alarmed. “Your face, son. It’s glowing the color of gold.”


    He was what? But how? Jeno followed the man’s glance over to a mirror on the wall. Frightened of what he might find, he stood and strode over until he saw what the old man had seen. There was a golden light surrounding his head, like a halo he’d seen in paintings of saints and heroes. He stretched out his hand and touched the place where the light shone. A feeling of warmth and comfort tingled up his fingers and into his arm. It was the feeling of home, like the home he had lost, the place where his mother had lived.


    Then he remembered. The walls the color of gold. Apples as delicious as honey. The smell of sweet incense, sweet pies baking, and meat roasting. The warmth and the comfort. He had been so happy and so at ease sitting on his mother’s leg and Chiro on her other. Her face was radiant and beautiful. The same face as his dreams. It really was her.


    He gasped, and his awareness returned to the room. His mother was still alive. He’d just witnessed her eyes moving in recognition of him. She was watching him, waiting for him, wondering when he would come. It all had happened in an instant. She was there, in Drathan, and he had to go to her. Without a doubt, he knew he would find her.


    “I just saw a vision of my mother,” Jeno said. “She’s waiting for me in Drathan. I have to find her. God, I need to get on that ship. I have to go—”


    “Let me help you. And don’t refuse my assistance. It’s my last wish that you be reunited with your mother. Please, let me help you. I never had children, but I always wanted a son. That’s why I asked Cray to come and live with me. But I still feel unfulfilled knowing you’re suffering and separated from your mother. Allow me to die knowing I’ve done this good thing for a boy as fine as you. Will you allow me to help you?”


    Despite his pride, Jeno met the old man’s gaze and nodded.


    “Good. Then it’s settled. I know the finest tracker in Pereth. He can guide you down river and get you back on that ship. He’ll make sure of it. You’ll need money and supplies and a good weapon, too. You are a swordsman, correct? I think I have just the weapon in mind. Will you take it? You’ll need a fine sword for your journey ahead. Drathan is an expensive city, and you’ll need help to investigate and locate your mother. I won’t see you starve or suffer any longer. Please, grant an old man his wish.”


    “Why are you being so kind to me?” Tears bubbled up along Jeno’s eyelashes. He wiped them away and studied him. “I treated you badly and was ungracious and unkind. Though you helped me and saved my life by bringing Shani to me, I failed to thank you. Why did you offer so much love and help for someone so stupid and rude like me?”


    Master Bracken chuckled softly. “Because you remind me so vividly of myself when I was your age. I wished someone would have grabbed me and shook me out of my bigotry, greed, and stupidity at that age. It would have saved me years of suffering and pain. I lost my parents coming to fight in Sosaram. I lost all my friends, and I lost the girl who loved me and waited for me to return. Even though many elven women wanted to marry me, I spurned them all. My heart still rests in another’s hands. I haven’t failed to remember her, not for a moment. Her eyes were so brilliant and bright, like holding a piece of amber to the sun. Her beautiful face, so ruddy and mischievous, like she always knew a secret. Even her smell still haunts my dreams. Of lavender and honey and hay. I’ll never forget her.”


    “Did you ever think of going back?”


    “No, never. That was not my path in life. Her memory was my guide and my anchor. It kept me going during my strange life here in Sosaram. It gave me a reason to work hard and fight to succeed. Without her memory, I might have faded away into gluttony and foul living. But she caused me to thrive. To make myself a better person. To help others and move my thoughts out of myself and into those of the world around me. I blossomed and grew into a fine man because of her memory. Though she never knew it, she saved my life. I’ll see her again one day, I believe it, in one of the realms the gods have created for mortals to reunite in the afterlife. She’ll be there. I can feel it. I dreamed when she had died during childbirth. She saw me and talked to me for a while and chided me for not returning to her. But her eyes twinkled when she said it. One day, I’ll see her again, and we’ll be together, if only for a little while.”


    The old soldier slapped his legs as if rousing himself out of his reverie. “Enough of the past. It’s time for you to go.” He rang a silver bell resting on the side table, and soon, Mr. Darnith returned. “Fetch the tracker and ready a horse for the boy. And prepare a pack with supplies, a goodly purse, and make sure he is dressed properly. It’s cold outside. He’s got a ship to catch and friends to be reunited with. Not a moment to waste.”


    “Yes, of course, Master Bracken. At once.” The butler left the room.


    “Before you go, son, why don’t you join me in the armory? I’ve got an idea that a certain sword will suit you perfectly. Will you help an old soldier walk?”


    Jeno put out his arm and Master Bracken took it, using his silver cane to balance with the other. Together they hobbled down to end the hallway where the old man paused at a banded-iron door. He looked up at a high elf guard dressed in golden armor. It was the first guard Jeno had ever seen in the house. At Master Bracken’s nod, the guard grunted, withdrew a set of keys, unlocked the door, and entered the room.


    The guard spoke a strange word that sounded like the high elf tongue. Magical lights around the armory came to life, bathing the many weapons and armor in a shimmering, silver light. Gold, silver, and shiny steel sets of armor were mounted on various stands. Most had elven runes inscribed on the breastplates or along the seams. Jeno also spied several sets of banded leather armor that would be perfectly suitable for a ranger. His eyes lingered on a leather chest armor that looked about his size.


    “I think that might fit you. Why don’t you try it on?” The old soldier grinned at him.


    Jeno obeyed and with the elven guard’s help, strapped on the armor. It fit well, though it was a little large and the elf had to strap it on a bit tighter.


    “It’s a good size for a lad of your age. You’ll grow right into it.” The old master’s eyes traveled around to the weapons. There were massive halberds and spiked clubs, long lances and spears, and studded whips and flails with sharpened metallic tips. Great two-handed swords caught the silver light and shone with a strange, fiery glow. Were some of the swords magical? It certainly seemed like it. The longswords looked incredible, with ghost-patterns on the blade and razor-sharp edges. But those blades seemed too heavy and Jeno found his gaze shifting over to the shorter swords.


    “This one is a fine weapon. It’s dwarven-made.” The old soldier hefted a steel sword that was a bit longer than a typical short sword but not nearly as long or as cumbersome as a traditional longsword. Silver runes lined the blade and shimmered with power. It had to be imbued with some kind of magic. The old man handed Jeno the sword and he liked the weight and the balance of it. The black leather hilt fit perfectly in his palm. He could feel the power of magic emanating from the blade, though it felt good, unlike the sickly feeling he’d sensed at other times. The craftsmanship of the sword was exquisite. Overlapping triangles and several circles were etched on the large, ballooning sword tip.


    “It is a sanctified sword, crafted by the legendary swordsmith Nugaran several hundred years ago at his secret forge in the Gratharian Mountains. You wield in your hands Lunus, the sword of the moon. If I remember correctly, the spells imbued within are subtle, providing a measure of strength and agility to the wielder depending on the phases of the moon. The high elf who sold me the blade said there is a mystery about the sword that will take years for the wielder to decipher. I’d always thought of gifting the blade to my son.”


    A warm smile came to Master Bracken’s leathery face. “I’d be honored to bequeath Lunus to you.”


    Jeno was overwhelmed by a sudden wave of emotion. He fought back tears and nodded his head, falling to his knees and thanking the old soldier.


    “No need for all that, boy. Use the weapon well and may it preserve your life and keep you from harm. Use it to bring justice to the world. Honor the sword and the deeds done by the blade and bring a balance to this cursed realm. Find your mother and fulfill your destiny. Take these gifts and allow my heart to be warmed by your gratitude.”


    He embraced the old soldier and thanked him again.


    “I’m tired, Jeno. I’ll take a short nap here and admire the lifetime of my collections.” Jeno helped him over to a comfortable chair. “The world of dreams beckons me. All this reminiscing and talking has made me sleepy. I’ll say my goodbyes now.” The old soldier stretched out his wrinkled hand, and Jeno shook it gently.


    “Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Master Bracken. I’ll never forget you, and I’ll always value and cherish your kindness.”


    The man gave a small smile and nodded slowly, lost in thought. He put down his hand and closed his eyes, the smile still playing on his face. The high elf guard led Jeno from the room. The boy took one last look at the old soldier, vowing to never forget him. Even more, he vowed to live a good life and to honor his memory.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    The tracker’s name was Nimbus, and though he was a wood elf, he was shorter than Shani and wore the civilized clothes common in Pereth. Instead of face paints and colorful dyes, his hunting leathers were all blacks and grays as if the man wanted to disappear into the night. His unblinking silver eyes scanned the forest along the trail where they rode south of the city. They’d cantered most of the day, though at times, Nimbus slowed to a trot in wary inspection of something that had caught his attention. He’d told Jeno they’d ride all day, passing the ship in the process, and meet it around twilight at the town of Fenelian. At least that was the plan. They had no other choice, since for most of the journey, the river was far from the road.


    The storm started late in the afternoon, and by the time they reached the town, hail the size of pebbles was plowing into the river’s dark surface. They took shelter under the covered entrance of the town stables, which possessed a clear view of the river. The tracker told Jeno to get some food at the nearby inn while he watched for the ship’s arrival. Jeno obeyed and brought back roasted pheasant, black bread and butter, and greasy garlic potatoes. They ate in silence, watching the rain pummel the river.


    “I talked to the stable master,” said Nimbus. “It’s strange…”


    “What is it?”


    “The ship should have been here by now. I gave him your description of the sloop and named the captain. He said they were expected by now.”


    That was strange, indeed. Jeno glanced at the man’s rugged face and noted his look of concern.


    “There’s another thing. Along the shore, some kids found a burned barrel and other flotsam. Rumor has it that a ship has been attacked and destroyed. And all indicators point to this happening recently. It doesn’t look good, I’m afraid.”


    “Then why are we waiting here?” Jeno asked, his voice urgent. “Let’s ride upstream and see what happened.”


    Nimbus gave out a long sigh. “The thing is… it’s probably a raiding band of human soldiers. They’ve been sighted several times patrolling farther out than usual. This town has extra guards posted to protect the people and the trade along the river. But that doesn’t mean they can stop the soldiers from going after ships. We’re putting our lives at risk by heading upstream—”


    “Then go back to Pereth. I’ll go on my own.”


    The tracker frowned and shook his head. “No, a deal is a deal. I promised Master Bracken I’d get you to the ship. I keep my promises.”


    “I appreciate your help. My experience out in the wilds of Sosaram hasn’t been a pleasant one.”


    “What happened?”


    “Attacked by wolves. And my friend was bitten by a poisonous spider.”


    Nimbus scoffed. “Those are both preventable. Didn’t you have a magical charm?”


    “Not then, I didn’t. But I do now. My other friend, Shani—she’s also a wood elf—she gave me one in Pereth.”


    “There are many wood elves who are forced to live in the cities. We don’t like it there, but what other choice do we have? I always feel a great sense of relief when I escape to the forest. It’s my true home.”


    They ate their dinner and departed, despite the tracker’s warning of the rising storm. After crossing over a stone bridge, they followed the river upstream. The elf said they’d encounter less forests and fewer rocky outcroppings on this side of the river. But the way was slow as the storm increased in strength and the light faded from the sky. Rain dumped from the churning, angry clouds, and often, stinging sleet and hail slammed into them. Their horses whinnied and complained at the elemental assault.


    “We should have spent the night in Fenelian,” shouted Nimbus, his voice barely heard above the roaring wind.


    Jeno shook his head, determined to press on until they found evidence of what had happened to the ship. Had it sunk? Had his friends been killed or captured? He knew that capture was the best option, at least for Freyia. But under an assault, could the soldiers distinguish human from half-elf? Probably not. His friends might all be dead. He tossed the idea out of his mind, refusing it to be true.


    After riding several more hours, the storm eased up in time for the darkness to descend over the land. Nimbus wheeled his horse around and raised his hand toward the sky. A brilliant burst of silver light shot from his fingertips and coalesced into a shimmering orb. Jeno grimaced at the sickening surge of magic in the pit of his stomach. Though it was unpleasant to be so close to magic, he was thankful the wood elf possessed the gift, especially while traveling under such dim light. But he kept a wary eye on the tracker, wondering about the other kinds of magic he might know.


    They rode on through the storm, but after a few minutes, the wood elf stopped his horse.


    “Over there.” Nimbus pointed at a dark lump on the side of the river. He flicked his fingers, and the silver orb moved closer toward it. The light soon illuminated the blackened, burned remains of a ship’s hull resting against a rock. Jeno recognized the sloop’s mast and the long deck. It was their ship, the one his friends had been on. He felt sick when he thought of the possibility of finding bodies. The tracker dismounted and bent down to inspect the ground. Jeno followed, and they searched the muddy earth littered with horseshoe prints.


    “It had to be human soldiers. High elven troops never venture this far from the cities, and no bandit groups of this size have been reported. Only the humans are known to be murderers and raiders.” Nimbus stopped himself and narrowed his eyes. Jeno followed his gaze, and his heart began hammering hard in his chest. There was a dead body leaning against a tree trunk. Several arrows were lodged in its chest. He strode over, and upon closer inspection, Jeno could see it was the half-elf captain, Fesh. His ashen face was puffy and bruised.


    “You recognize him?” asked Nimbus.


    “Yeah. The captain.”


    “It doesn’t mean your friends are dead. Let’s keep looking.”


    They found more bodies, but all were members of the crew. The longer they searched without finding additional dead, the more Jeno found hope filling in his heart. No Freyia, no Shani, no Karn, and no Garain. His friends were hopefully still alive.


    “That’s everything,” said Nimbus, scanning the ground, “at least along the shore. Others may have floated downstream, but I’m not about to conduct an exhaustive search. I’ll leave that to the authorities. It appears your friends have been captured by the humans.”


    “I hope so. And that’s what I intend on finding out.”


    “Well, good luck with your search. I should be leaving you now.”


    “What?” Jeno scoffed in surprise. “But their tracks are fresh. They’re heading east. If we hurry, we can catch—”


    “You can go, but I’ll do nothing of the kind. I was paid by Master Bracken to take you to the ship, which I have done. I never agreed to chase after a wild band of renegade soldiers. You’ll be fine on your own. As a human, they won’t harm you, though I suspect your adventure into Sosaram will soon be over. Good luck finding your friends.”


    “I guess you’re right. Humans aren’t known for treating elves with any kind of decency. For that, I am sorry. You’ve been kind to me and have kept your word. I’m sure many other trackers would have left when they heard the rumor about human soldiers and a burned ship. Thank you for taking me this far.”


    Nimbus sighed in exasperation. “You sure do know how to lay on a guilt trip, kid. I’ll tell you what. I’ll take you as far as I believe is safe, at least until we spot signs of the human camp. But the second we’re noticed, or I think we might be in danger of discovery, I’ll do whatever I have to do to protect myself. Do I make myself clear?”


    “Perfectly.” Jeno gave the tracker a small bow. “I won’t forget your kindness. I promise. If you’re ever in need of help, I vow to provide you with whatever assistance you require.”


    Nimbus gave the boy a crooked smile. “Be careful about making promises like that, boy. But since you’ve made it, I might hold you to it one day. You never know what fate will bring to the both of us. Come on. Let’s keep pressing on while the darkness remains.”


    “We’re riding in the darkness?”


    “Yes, that’s the idea. No soldiers will be out riding. It will be our advantage. Besides, I can see perfectly well at night, so I will let the spell of light fall. As for you, allow your horse to follow mine and stay low to avoid branches. The next few hours will be difficult, even for the most experienced riders. You have to trust your instincts.”


    “I’m not sure if I’m a strong enough rider. Most of my training has been on the ground.” Jeno thought back to his time with the rangers.


    “You’ve done well enough on horseback.” The tracker looked him up and down and gave a satisfied grunt. “But the kind of riding I’m talking about is different. It uses feelings rather than acting based on your senses. You have to follow the flow of the night and the rhythm of your horse. It’s best if you close your eyes while you do it.”


    “What? You want me to close my eyes while I ride? That’s crazy.”


    The tracker shook his head. “Trust me. It’s not. In a way, it’s a bit like magic. You could say it is connected to the Art. All swordplay and martial arts are related to magic. When you reach a high level of proficiency, you move beyond thinking and reacting and feel the flow of the fight. That’s the artist using the Art to accomplish incredible things. Humans hate magic, and they talk of destroying it, but they still speak of the strange state of mind they have while in the heat of battle. They called it the bloodlust or the rush or the fury. What they don’t realize is they are connecting to an inner, magical part of themselves and using that as an advantage over their opponents. It’s real.”


    “Yes, I’ve seen it and experienced it.” Jeno thought back to the fight in the doctor’s basement. Something strange had come over him, and he’d fought fearlessly, better than he had ever thought possible.


    “Good, I’m glad you understand. While you are riding, close your eyes and remember a time when you felt that way. Hold onto it and let it guide your movements. Let go of thinking and seize something deeper and more certain than rational thought. If you have trouble, just whistle and I’ll stop. Are you ready?”


    Jeno wondered what the hell he was getting himself into, but he shrugged, and the tracker mounted his horse and waited for Jeno to climb onto his own horse. Nimbus snapped his fingers, and the light vanished. The tracker clicked his tongue, and his horse began to trot off into the darkness. Jeno nudged his horse, closed his eyes, and followed.


    He felt like this was possibly the worst idea, ever.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    After a few disorienting minutes of hugging his horse and being slapped by low-hanging branches, Jeno finally settled into a strange sense of calm focus. Heat started swirling in his stomach, and his body moved and swayed to the rhythm of the horse. He opened his mouth and felt the wind as it gusted up and churned. The wind was inside him. His body was as light and supple as a bird in flight. The movement through the night was as easy as a falcon riding the winds.


    Then he began to feel it. The sickening sensation of magic rising up all around him, its tentacles crawling over his skin. The hairs along the back of his neck stood up in warning. But where was the source? He almost whistled for the tracker to stop, but he dared not alert whatever was out there. So, he stayed like that, mindful of the magic, and he remained in the heightened state of being while he rode. After hours of riding, exhaustion took over as the color began to form in the eastern sky. It would be sunrise soon, and it would be easier for them to see. But the strange feeling of magic remained. Unable to contain himself any longer, he whistled for the tracker to stop.


    Nimbus wheeled his horse around and studied Jeno. “What is it?”


    “Did you notice something following us? For hours, I’ve felt the sensation of magic.”


    “I would have sensed any intruders or things tracking us.” The elf gave Jeno a sly grin and dismounted from his horse. “What you felt was the magic you were producing. I sensed it also.”


    “Me? Producing magic? But I wasn’t doing a thing.”


    “Sure you were. You’ve been riding for hours in the dark with your eyes closed. You haven’t fallen once, and you haven’t hit a thing. How do you explain that? And it wasn’t all the horse. You’ve had a hold on the reins, so don’t tell me you haven’t been guiding her.”


    Jeno opened his mouth to retort but found himself unable to form an argument. The tracker was right. He had no explanation as to how he’d been able to ride that way for so long. And he had been holding the reins, and from time to time, he’d adjusted the horse’s direction, though he couldn’t explain why he’d done it. But was that magic? He dismounted and joined the tracker who was bent over studying hoof prints in the muddy ground.


    “It’s the Art. It exists inside of all of us, though few are able to feel it or activate its power. You are one of the lucky ones.” Nimbus looked at Jeno with proud eyes. “I can show you a bit more of the Art, if you like.”


    “But magic is evil. It’s vile and cruel, and it destroys lives. People who produce magic are—” Jeno cut himself off, afraid he might offend the tracker.


    “They’re evil, too?” Nimbus chuckled, his expression calm and easy. “Don’t believe all the lies your priests spout. Magic is real. You’ve seen it. True, many who practice the Art kill people, and some wizards and magical creatures are cunning and cruel, but most are kind and wise. War does terrible things to the mind, and war has affected some dragons, gnomes, elves, fairies, and even giants. Few have been unaffected by the human raids on innocent villages and remote lairs. If you’ve seen the cruelty of magic, then you’ve seen the dark, twisted influence of war and hatred and mistrust. You’ve probably also seen the effects of prejudice and blind fanaticism. Why do you think I’m cautious to travel too close to the human camp? I’ve seen what they’ve done to my kind.”


    “I’m sorry for thinking that. I don’t believe you’re evil. You’ve been generous and helpful. It’s just my natural reaction when I encounter magic. I’ve been taught to believe it’s evil. I’ve also seen the evil things done using magic. But, truthfully, I’m beginning to question my beliefs…”


    “Really? That’s interesting to hear, though I can hardly blame you. Being here in this realm has caused many humans to question what they believe. I’ll let you in on a secret that the human generals would like to remain unknown. Many of the so-called slain soldiers have actually deserted to make a life here in Sosaram. You’ll find plenty in Drathan and other cities friendly toward humans. Not in Pereth, though. I’m surprised you survived as long as you did there. You are fortunate to have found favor with Master Bracken.”


    “The old man was truly kind to me. I owe him an enormous debt, and I’m grateful.” Jeno was glad he’d made the decision to return to the man’s house and apologize to him. Though it had seemed stupid and rash at the time, it now appeared wise and timely, especially considering the attack on the ship. If he would have remained on the boat, he might have been killed.


    “It’s good to hear you say that. The old soldier is like a father to me. I have never told you my story, but he saved me from a life of slavery. My entire village had been raided by slavers. They brought us to the slave market in Pereth. I was purchased by a factory owner in the city and forced to sew clothes for a greedy businessman. Master Bracken heard about the appalling work conditions and made a petition to the city government to perform a surprise inspection. He joined that inspection and found me and many other pitiful, starving wood elves working away under poor light and cold, wet conditions. I remember my fellow villagers dying daily from a lack of food and from the cold. Many of the elders sacrificed their lives to feed the young and the women. I’ll never forget their sacrifice, and I’ll never forget what the old soldier did to save our lives.”


    “How did you escape the factory?”


    “Master Bracken secured the freedom of every slave who’d survived that nightmare. And he did more than that. He gave us food and found us jobs and places to live. He restored our dignity and health. He’s a true hero in every sense of the word. I’m surprised he remained in Pereth, considering their political stance on slavery and their biases toward dwarves, wood elves, and humans. He told me that he felt compelled to stay in the place where he could do the most good. In Pereth, he found that place, and countless stories will attest to the effectiveness of his vision and the ardor of his work.”


    Jeno was humbled to have been chosen by the old man and again felt guilty for how he treated him. But at least, he’d had the chance to apologize and make amends. It was incredible how patient Master Bracken had been with him, despite his bluster and rancor. The old soldier was wiser and more experienced than Jeno, and his words about Tanir and his religion still haunted him.


    A sudden realization struck Jeno. He hadn’t thought about Tanir for over a day. Instead of feeling guilty, he actually felt relieved and at peace. He thought, at first, of saying a prayer of apology to his god but he dismissed the thought and put it out of his mind.


    “How far until we reach the human camp?” he asked and studied the wood elf.


    “Maybe an hour. The tracks are fresh. And I’ve spotted other signs of activity around here. Hunters and foragers. Human soldiers often keep wood elf slaves as servants and whores. You won’t like the conditions you’ll find in camp. Mark my words. They force their slaves to live like animals.” The tracker’s voice rose in pitch as he clenched his fists. Then he took a deep breath, mastering himself, and stoically looked off in the distance.


    “I can probably find their camp myself. I’m a decent enough tracker, and I don’t want to put you in harm’s way. You’ve done so much for me, and I thank you with all my heart. I’ll never forget your kindness and your words of wisdom.”


    “Don’t go back to your realm, boy. Go to Drathan and find your mother. Find your own path in life. Don’t give up on the gains you’ve already achieved. Find your friends and get out of that hellhole of a camp.”


    “I have every intention of doing so. If I can find a way out. I doubt they’ll let us roam freely out of the camp.”


    The tracker shook his head then went quiet for a long moment as if lost in thought. “The soldiers are lazy, and their leaders suffer from predictable habits and routines. Learn them to your advantage and you might find a break in their perimeter defense system. Play along with them and pretend you were lost and are ever so thankful they found you. Express your joy at the prospect of returning to the safety and sanctity of your home. Otherwise, you might find yourself shackled and shipped back to your realm.”


    “Thank you, once again, for your counsel.” Jeno reached out and shook the tracker’s hand. “I hope I can return the favor one day.”


    Nimbus grinned. “Oh, I’ll make sure you keep to your promise. I have a feeling I’ll see you again. Fate is like—”


    The tracker froze suddenly and narrowed his eyes as he gazed off in the distance. Jeno followed his inspection and caught a flickering shadow flying over the far treetops. The storm had recently cleared, but low, puffy clouds still clung to the sky. The birds and insects stopped their songs, and only a total, terrifying silence remained.


    “What is it?” Jeno whispered, feeling a cold, prickling sensation crawling up his scalp.


    “I believe it’s a dragon.” The tracker’s words struck Jeno like a knife. It was all he could do to stop himself from screaming. Memories of the time when he was a child came flooding back to him. The blood splattered across the white field of snow. The cries of his friends. The ranger’s glazed-over eyes as he slaughtered his young charges.


    And then he saw it. The black wings flapping off in the distance in the direction of where they thought was the human camp. But the beast was flying east in a lazy movement—away from them and away from the camp. It was as if the dragon was searching for something or someone…


    “It’s an evil one.” The tracker’s voice was low and menacing. He remained utterly still. “That dragon is allied with the dark gods. I can feel it.”


    They waited for what felt like an hour until the noises of the forest returned. The dragon was long gone. They were safe. The tracker gave out a long, low whistle of relief. He mounted his horse and turned back toward the river.


    “The danger is past, thank the gods. You will be safe enough on your own. But beware of that beast and take refuge if you spot its return. The human soldiers should accept you into their camp. Me—they won’t like seeing a wood elf tracker riding with a human lad. Goodbye, Jeno.”


    “Thank you, Nimbus, for everything. I hope we meet again someday.”


    The wood elf tipped his hat to the boy and winked then he urged his horse into a trot and soon disappeared.


    Jeno realized he truly did owe the man and vowed to keep his promise one day. After he returned to studying the tracks, he got back on his horse and rode off in the direction of the soldier’s camp.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    Just when Garain thought his life was getting better, he found himself tossed back into the bowels of hell. Could his luck get any worse? He glanced around at the sad, depressed eyes staring out from behind the iron cages of the prison tent. He supposed he should consider himself fortunate for not being killed by the soldiers. The humans were notorious for their slaughter of elves and dwarves alike. It had probably helped that Freyia had begged for their lives when the soldiers attacked the ship. The rest of the crew hadn’t been as fortunate. The soldiers used them to unload the goods and then systematically slaughtered them. The humans were a cruel, disgusting lot. Though Garain hadn’t been fond of all the elves on the ship, they didn’t deserve death.


    He caught Shani’s gaze and felt miserable at her pitiful condition. The priests had already taken turns abusing her and had left her clothes in tatters. Big bruises marred her once beautiful skin. Some holy men of god they were… Garain clenched the iron bars, praying for torture and a painful death for those holy priests. If only the gods would listen to his prayer. The priests were assigned to take care of the prisoners and prevent abuse by the soldiers, not that they followed their orders. On the ride to the camp, Freyia told them they should be safe. Her hopes were unfounded as hopes usually were. Stupid, naive humans, they always got things wrong about people.


    As a priest entered the tent, Garain let out a groan of disgust. It was the man called Deseros, the worst of the bunch and the instigator of the torture and mistreatment. When a few of the other priests had hesitated to join their wickedness, Deseros had belittled and ridiculed them for their lack of piety.


    They’re only elves, the priest had said. Tanir demands that we torture them and rend their souls from their bodies. We are bringing glory to Tanir through their humiliation and abasement. Are you not men of god? Are you not filled with the righteous zeal of Tanir? Show your fervor and demonstrate your love for our god. He insists on your action.


    And the fools ate up his words and obeyed. They did things that no priest ever ought to do. Garain felt terrible for Shani and the other female prisoners. By the time they had finished with the women, they were too tired to torture the others. The priests seemed to feed on the horror and fear of their captives. Once, during the dead of night, Garain was woken by the sound of voices. Priest Deseros was accepting donations from several soldiers in exchange for access to the prisoners. The resulting cries and horrified screams and shouts begging for mercy woke everyone in the tent.


    But all that was different at the break of day. A new group of soldiers had ridden into camp, and the mood had completely changed. The priests looked sober and afraid and ignored the prisoners. Finally, they had a moment of peace. That didn’t last, of course. An hour later, Deseros came into the tent red-faced and furious. He withdrew the leather whip from a rack and clenched it until his fists went white. He aimed his steely blue eyes around the tent, going from prisoner to prisoner as if establishing his dominance.


    “General Thanadol has arrived. While he is here, you will speak to no one. If you break this rule, you will suffer dire consequences.” He snapped the whip against the iron bars of the cage where Shani was kept. She jumped back and let out a yelp of surprise. “Do I make myself clear?”


    Everyone bobbed their heads, eyes filled with anger and terror. Though Garain didn’t know who this general was, he figured the man held a higher ranking of importance than this disgusting priest. Of course, he would try to talk to the general the first chance he could get. Garain relished the idea of the priest’s downfall. The man was a fiend.


    Deseros fixed his eyes on the dwarf, and Garain realized his mistake. He’d been glowering at the man and gripping the iron bars so hard the backs of his knuckles were white.


    “You filthy dwarf. How dare you look at me like that?” The priest took several steps toward Garain’s cage and lashed out with the whip. The leather caught the dwarf on his hands and sent a hot flash of pain flooding through him. He stumbled backward and looked at the bleeding cut. The priest charged ahead and unlocked the cage. Before the dwarf had time to react, another lashing struck Garain’s back, lacerating his shoulder. He cried out in agony just as the third slash hit him across the head, sending a trickle of blood down his face.


    Garain grit his teeth and squeezed the stone he’d scrummaged up during the night. He’d been preparing for something like this. There was also a sliver of steel he’d grabbed outside the bars in the corner of the tent. The priests were lazy and didn’t bother conducting a thorough search. It rested inside his sleeve, and he let it slide down until it nestled nicely in his hand. The dwarf was patient and prepared to act when the opportunity arose. And now was the time.


    “I’m going to teach you an important lesson about the need to obey your captors. Defiance will only get you punishment and torture. You need to learn.” The priest aimed his whip at the dwarf. “Get on your knees, you foul, squat beast. I’ll make it hurt more if you cry out. But I’ll make it stop if you last eleven strikes without making a sound. See? I’m a reasonable man, unlike you and your filthy kind.”


    The dwarf let out a huff of resignation and bent over, kneeling on the ground. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied the priest grinning in satisfaction as he rolled up his sleeves and gripped the whip. Garain prepared himself for the blow and waited for his chance. When the whip struck him squarely on the back, the dwarf twisted around and grabbed the leather strap. With all his might, he yanked on it and loved the look of shock and surprise as the priest went tumbling toward him.


    He was going to kill the fiend. In a fit of rage, he slammed the stone against the priest’s head and watched him crumple to the ground, blood oozing from the wound. He gripped the piece of steel and crawled on top of the man and prepared to stab him in the neck. Cheers and shouts of joy from the prisoners washed over him like rain falling after a drought. Many spoke words urging violence. Karn beamed and pumped his fist at him. The prisoners were filled with ecstasy and a hopeful fury.


    But before he could end the priest’s life, several soldiers stormed into the tent and shouted for them to shut up. One of them saw Garain straddling the priest and aimed a crossbow in his direction. The dwarf dropped the steel blade and the stone and stood, hands raised above his head.


    It was over, for now.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    Freyia winced under the withering glare of General Thanadol. She wished she’d never told him about their journey through Sosaram. He always wanted more information and was ceaseless in his probing of the past. She tried to look away from him, but his rough, calloused hands grabbed her face and twisted it toward him. The man was tall and foreboding, bulky and muscular under his plated leather armor. His grizzled, sun-wrinkled face possessed a trimmed salt and pepper beard. His pronounced forehead was surrounded by short silver hair. He caught her gaze and refused to let go.


    “Tell me again where my son is. And if you lie to me again, I won’t make it easy on you. Your father has no allies anymore to protect you.”


    “You’re hurting me.” She slapped his hand away and wriggled her chair away from him. “You have no right to do that. I’ve already said everything I know. I’ve told the truth to you and to the priests. And you accuse me of lies? Why would I lie? I came here to help Jeno. I’m the one who told him to return to Castle Maarn, but he was determined to find his brother.”


    “How do we know you haven’t been seduced by the stink of magic like your mother? This place drives people crazy.”


    She fought down an angry retort as she studied General Thanadol. He was the one who had gone mad. Before she could say anything, Chiro entered the room. She despised him. He was nothing like his brother. Jeno’s twin wasn’t worth saving. They had come all this way to help him. The boy had changed, become disillusioned and broken, nothing like how she remembered him. It was a wasted journey and she wished she had never come and entertained the thought of saving this fool. Jeno was the only one she cared about.


    “What happened to you, Chiro?” she asked, her tone venomous. “You used to be a kind, decent, curious boy. Something ruined you.”


    “Yeah, this realm…” His face was twisted and angry. “This wretched realm with its foul magic and crazy elves wrecked all my illusions. But it’s a good thing it happened. I was tricked into coming here to find my mother, but I discovered the truth. Either she’s dead or she doesn’t want me to find her. Something evil and magical was using the memory of her to deceive Jeno and me. I was stupid enough to fall for it, but Jeno was the only one to see through its guile. I should have been more like him.”


    “I wish you were more like him now.” She scowled at the boy. “You’re cruel and angry and a jerk.”


    “Enough,” General Thanadol said. “Trying to find your mother was a fool’s game. The woman doesn’t want to be found. Hopefully, you’ve learned your lesson. Disobey me again, and I’ll have you assigned to the farthest eastern outpost chasing down heretics and outcast tribes. Now, let’s get back to the matter at hand. I asked Chiro to come and listen in on my interrogation.”


    “Why don’t you just send me back home? I’ve done nothing wrong.” Freyia hated the whine in her voice.


    “No, you have broken laws by coming here to Sosaram. Civic laws and religious laws. You will be punished. Unless you want to make the situation worse for yourself and your father, you will answer all our questions until we are satisfied. Do I make myself clear? You have entered a war zone, and you will respect my authority.”


    “Perfectly, clear,” she said, keeping her expression neutral, but inside she was seething. How could this angry, stern man be Jeno’s father? He was filled with such bitterness and spite, so unlike the kindness and tenderness she found in Jeno.


    “Good. Now tell me where you last saw Jeno.”


    “We were on the ship… the docks of Pereth. Jeno jumped into the river and swam for the shore.”


    “Why would he do such a stupid thing?” asked Chiro.


    General Thanadol scowled at his son but said nothing.


    “Jeno said something about wanting to apologize to the old soldier who had helped us.” She continued, despite the mistrust in the general’s eyes. “He probably felt bad about how he had treated Master Bracken—”


    “Bracken, eh? Yes, I’ve heard of him. Deserter and a traitor to his own race. Rich and well-connected to the high elves. We’ll deal with him later…”


    Freyia scoffed at the suggestion. “I’ve been inside the city of Pereth and seen their defenses. How will you manage to deal with the old soldier? Besides, he’s too old to cause any trouble. And from what I’ve heard, you’ve been unsuccessful in your war campaign other than a few—”


    The big man slapped her so hard it sent her tumbling off the chair. She whimpered and put a hand over her mouth and saw blood. Her eyes raised to study the gold, angry flecks in his irises. The general was a cruel despot, unused to being challenged. Her anger cooled when she realized she had to be cautious with him. He didn’t care if she lived or died. Her only worth to him was in the information she possessed about Jeno and the elves.


    “Watch what you say.” The general’s voice was calm and cold. “Answer my questions and avoid the commentary on the war. Just so you know, your safety means nothing to me. Anger me again, and I’ll ensure that you suffer. You never know what can happen to a girl in a war camp. Sometimes, the men disobey and break ranks. We have a problem with women in our camps. That’s why we forbid human women from ever coming here. Do you understand?”


    Freyia swallowed and felt her heart grow cold with dread, not believing what she had just heard. It was like a dark cloud had fallen over their war tent, and she wanted to find a place to crawl into and hide. She was certain that, if Jeno were here, none of this would ever happen. He wouldn’t allow his father to treat her this way.


    “I understand,” she whispered, her voice quivering. But she refused to look at him.


    She heard the tent flap open and someone’s boots clicking together. She looked up and saw a soldier saluting the general.


    “Sir, we’ve got news.” The soldier seemed scared to speak.


    “Well, spit it out. What is it?”


    “A boy. We’ve captured a boy riding on horseback from the west.”


    “Who is it?”


    “He claims to be your son, Jeno.”


    Freyia’s heart nearly leapt from her chest. Jeno had found them?


    “Finally, some good news.” General Thanadol cracked a rare smile.


    For the first time since talking to the man, Freyia actually agreed with him. Hopefully, the nightmare would be soon over.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    As Jeno was led into the war tent, he was greeted by Chiro, Freyia, and his father, General Thanadol. But instead of feeling relieved at being reunited with them, a tension gripped his stomach like a clenched fist. Something was wrong here, and he could see it in the hard glint in his father’s eyes. Painful memories came flooding back like a tidal wave. Of cringing at his father’s loud, angry voice. The fury and the brutal punishments could happen again, though this time, he hoped he would be treated like an adult. Wouldn’t his father at least recognize his maturity and not treat him like a child to be physically punished? Jeno prayed to Tanir that he would show mercy and grant him some dignity, especially in front of Freyia and his brother.


    He also worried about how the soldiers had treated Shani, Garain, and Karn. The scout who had spotted Jeno had told him they were being held in confinement. At least, they were still alive.


    “Boy, you have no idea how much trouble you are in.” General Thanadol stood there pompous and proud, decked out in his military armor, his eyes haughty and cruel. He actually glowered at his son.


    Jeno felt dizzy, like the world was fading away. He grabbed a chair to steady himself and did his best to remain upright. Jeno was terrified of his father and feared the lashing he might receive. But he stood erect and did his best to hold his military composure, forcing himself to remember the training he’d learned from the rangers. He glanced at his father and thought he looked older and more tired compared to the last time he’d seen him.


    “It’s good to see you, Father.” Jeno looked over and studied Freyia. A fresh bruise rested on her cheek. He found himself suddenly furious. “What happened? Who hit you?”


    “I did,” proclaimed his father, his gaze challenging. “She was acting insubordinate and failed to show proper restraint in her words. Do you have a problem with that? This is a military camp, and order and a modicum of respect must be maintained.”


    Jeno pivoted his gaze back to his father. His anger had turned into a cold lump of fear stuck in his throat. From the look in his father’s eyes, Jeno could tell he was hoping for him to lash out in anger. He was waiting for his son to challenge his authority and allow him to be severely punished in the process. Jeno held his tongue, determined not to give his father a thing. He needed to find a different way of getting back at him.


    But how dare he strike Freyia? Military camp or not, it was unacceptable. Despite what his father had done, Jeno knew he had to prove to him that he’d changed. In order to avoid scrutiny and find a way of escape, he needed to respond to his father in the proper way. The words of the tracker came back to him, and he knew he had to handle the situation with intelligence and formality instead of emotion.


    “I understand the protocol.” He clamped his mouth shut to stop himself from saying more.


    His father chuckled in amusement. “You’ve learned some self-mastery. Did the rangers do that or perhaps the priests of Castle Maarn? It is a great improvement and speaks volumes concerning your education.”


    Jeno wanted to issue a sharp retort that he’d learned it from a wood elf tracker, but instead he said, “Time spent studying under the rangers and priests of Castle Maarn has not been wasted on me.”


    “Excellent.” His father’s eyes brightened. “It is a great pleasure to hear you say that. I’m glad at least one of my sons has been learning a thing or two. Though you did make the mistake of going off after your brother into a forbidden realm. And there is the matter you will have to deal with regarding your assault of the priest. Grave offenses, I’m afraid, son.”


    “Yes, I must make amends. But truthfully, I came here searching for my brother to fulfill a promise I made to you to protect Chiro, though I accept full responsibility for my actions in disobeying the laws of men and of Tanir. I am at your mercy.” Jeno hung his head in a polite show of contriteness.


    “I remember that promise,” his father said, suddenly grave and contemplative.


    “I’m sorry, too, Jeno.” Chiro looked at him with sad eyes. Jeno was surprised to see bitterness and anger suddenly appearing on his brother’s face. “I never should have so foolishly entered this realm. It was a wasted, dangerous journey, and I’ve learned my lesson. Now I hate magic and the old gods, and I’ll never be deceived again. I pray Tanir will have mercy on my soul.”


    Chiro the pious believer? Jeno scoffed inwardly, unable to believe the change in his brother. How had that happened?


    General Thanadol harrumphed and clapped his hands together. “This is a military tent not a chapel. I’m glad we’re all back together, but you can save the soft words for another time. We’ve got the business of getting you all back home. Sosaram is no place for you. I think you’ve experienced enough of the horrors of this realm. I’m frankly impressed you’ve made it this far and survived. It speaks to the strength of your characters and the resolve of your determination to aid one another. But a war is war, and I won’t have you placed in harm’s way any longer.”


    “It is kind of you to say that, Father.” Jeno bowed and scrambled to think of a way to buy them more time to plan their escape. “Honestly though, I’m exhausted and tired. I’m surprised I was able to stay on my horse all night without falling off. I’m hungry, and I need to sleep a good long while. Is this possible?”


    The tension on his father’s face softened, and he nodded in sympathetic understanding. “Of course, what was I thinking? You’ve had a difficult journey getting here. Let’s get you some food and a tent for you to sleep.”


    “I’d like to catch up with Jeno and Freyia. Find out how their journey went.”


    “Absolutely. Let’s—”


    “Excuse me, sir.” General Thanadol was interrupted by the arrival of a soldier with a mop of curly hair. “There is an urgent letter that just arrived by courier. Some matters require your attention.”


    General Thanadol cleared his throat and studied his two sons. “Let’s talk later. I need to attend to some issues. Rest up, Jeno. I’ll see you both soon.”


    Jeno studied his father’s departure and let out a long, suppressed sigh. At least, they weren’t being immediately incarcerated and shipped off home. He had time to think and plan a way of getting out of this mess. But before he completely let down his guard, he turned to study his brother. He wasn’t sure if he could trust him.


    “Did you really ride all night to get here?” Chiro asked, looking at Jeno with suspicious eyes.


    “I did, though I don’t know how I managed it. A wood elf tracker helped me most of the way here. We parted ways about an hour’s ride from the camp. I didn’t want to risk him being captured by the soldiers.”


    “A wood elf?” Chiro’s face still held a wary expression and a snarl of disgust. “Where did you find this tracker?”


    “Master Bracken hired him to help me locate the ship.”


    “It seems that deserter and denier really liked you.”


    Jeno ignored the insinuation. “It’s true. He used to be a soldier in our army many years ago. The man was a deserter, and he made a life in Pereth. He’s a successful, influential man and a true friend to Freyia and me.” Jeno gave her a concerned smile and held her hand. “I’m sorry I haven’t asked about you. Are you doing ok?”


    She nodded, her face tense, and she embraced him, putting her mouth close to his ear. Her voice was a whisper. “Be careful.”


    “You had quite a different experience in Pereth than I did,” said Chiro. “I found the high elves brutal, repulsive, and cruel. They hate humans and half-elves who look too much like humans. I pretended to be a half-elf to get around without being captured or kicked out of the city.”


    “I want to hear all about what happened to you.” Jeno motioned toward the tent flap. “Show me where to get some food. It’ll give you a chance to tell your story while I eat.”


    The food in the mess hall was marginal, a poorly seasoned lamb stew with potatoes and leeks, but Jeno devoured it anyway. Most of Chiro’s early story was as Jeno had expected, though the part about his arrival to Shani’s village interested him.


    “So, you met Shani? Did you know she’s here?” Jeno asked, taking another bite.


    “Yeah, in the village, the wood elf pointed out the way to the city. But I haven’t seen her here. Freyia told me she’s imprisoned.”


    “She doesn’t deserve it—”


    “I don’t know about that. Listen, she’s lucky she wasn’t killed immediately. Our faith demands that we destroy them.”


    “It’s not always so black or white. There is kindness among the wood elves and the other elves. She saved my life. I have to talk to Father—” Jeno stopped himself because of the scowl forming on Chiro’s face and the warning look in Freyia’s eyes. His brother hated what he was saying. Jeno had to be careful. He didn’t want him to think he was too interested in Shani, Garain, and Karn. He wasn’t sure what Chiro might do or say to Father. “Enough about that. It’s of little concern. Besides, I’ve interrupted your story. Why don’t you continue? What happened when you reached Pereth?”


    Hesitant, Chiro studied Jeno warily and went on. “I didn’t have much trouble traveling to the city. Getting inside was a different matter.”


    “What happened?”


    “I was stupid. I tried bungling my way into Pereth by following the line of merchants and travelers seeking entry. They spotted me immediately and said I looked human and that humans weren’t allowed in Pereth. I lied and said I was one quarter elf, but I had the unfortunate problem of looking like my human father and grandfather. They said there were too many mixed race bastard children living in Pereth already, and they didn’t need another one polluting their streets. They advised me to go to Drathan as the city was far more open to different races.”


    Chiro exhaled and continued. “I told them that’s where I wanted to go and asked how I could get there. They said the docks of Pereth had ships bound for Drathan. And that’s when I managed to get inside through promises of a quick departure and a demonstration of my ability to pay by showing them hard silver. After a substantial bribe, they finally let me through the gates.”


    “Nothing so far sounds difficult,” observed Jeno.


    “The guards were running a racket. They relayed information about me to their friends inside. Twenty minutes after entering the city, I was stopped by two high elf soldiers and taken aside down a dark alleyway. They robbed me and beat me badly.”


    Chiro winced in remembrance and shook his head slowly, his expression tight as if fighting back tears. “They spit on me and said I was a low-bred scum with the poison of the human race in my veins. One of them knew magic, and he controlled my mind and made me do horrible, humiliating things. I couldn’t stop him. Jeno, it was awful. The feeling of magic was sickening. I still have nightmares… It was like I was his puppet. I couldn’t move my arms or legs or anything. That high elf bastard just laughed at me and mocked me while he made me—”


    The boy stopped himself, and his eyes welled up until he began to sob uncontrollably. His hands clenched into fists, resting on his lap. His face went red in a seething rage. The experience must have broken Chiro and stripped him of his innocence. Jeno put a hand on his brother’s shoulder and hugged him. The tension fled from Chiro’s body, and he sagged against him and wept.


    “I’m sorry,” Jeno said. “I wish I could have been there to help you—”


    “Don’t say that. Trust me. If you knew what they’d done, you’d never wish you would have been there.”


    “It sounds horrible, and I’m sorry, Chiro. They were cruel and evil. You didn’t deserve the abuse.”


    “I know I didn’t. No one does, except for maybe the high elves. They deserve it and a far worse punishment.”


    Jeno frowned. “Not all high elves are as bad as they are. Some have been kind to me. A doctor and—”


    “No, you’re wrong,” Chiro hissed, separating from his brother. He clenched and unclenched his jaw in a white-hot fury. “All the elves deserve to die, even the half-elves and the wood elves. It’s our sacred duty to murder them all and obliterate their race from the face of all worlds. That’s what the priests tell us. It’s what I believe. It is written in the Book of Tanir.”


    “But—” Again, Jeno stopped himself because of his brother’s bloodshot eyes challenging and questioning him. It was as if Chiro were daring him to utter another word in support of the elves. Finally, he gave in and shrugged his shoulders. He had to appease his brother and allay his suspicions. Otherwise, Jeno knew he might find himself imprisoned like the others.


    “You are right, of course. It’s just that this whole trip has been confusing and difficult. I came here hating elves and magic and realized I wouldn’t survive unless I adapted to the environment. Now, all I want is to go home. I’ve had enough of this god-forsaken place. I need the peace and purity of life in our realm.”


    Chiro sniffed and studied Jeno, a somber expression on his face. “You need to see a priest. Only by purifying yourself of this place will you return to the light of our faith. Otherwise, I fear for your soul, brother.”


    “You needn’t waste a thought about that. My soul is perfectly intact. Unlike you and your curiosities of magic and of this place, I’ve only struggled with staying alive and surviving this realm in search of you.”


    “No more. My curiosity has turned into a deep loathing. The next time I return to Sosaram, it will be as a sacred warrior for Tanir. I’ll be the best soldier and bring fear to the elves. I vow to bring the slaughter to such a level that it will cause terror to spread across this land.”


    Not that all his boasting and vows would do their war any good, Jeno thought, but he said nothing. The high elves were far too powerful.


    “The head priest of the camp needs to talk to you.” A slight grin played on Chiro’s mouth. “He can be a bit zealous at times, but his heart is in the right place. Remain calm and have an open mind.” Chiro glanced at Freyia. “He wants to speak with the both of you. Follow me back to the tent, and I’ll summon him.”


    After they returned to the same tent where his father had called Jeno, Chiro departed and left him alone with Freyia. “Finally—”


    She raised a hand to stop him from speaking and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Softer. They’re probably listening…”


    Jeno nodded and kept his voice quiet. “The only reason I came here was to rescue you and the others. I’ve made up my mind. I want to escape and go to Drathan and find my mother. It’s the only thing that matters to me right now.”


    “I’m glad to see you’ve changed your mind.” She flipped a lock of hair away from his eyes and smiled contentedly. “You’ve had a change of heart, too, right? Something happened on the boat and on your way here?”


    “Yes, something has changed. I’ll tell you about it later. But the situation with my father and brother is worse than I thought. Not only is my brother completely brainwashed, but they’re insisting on us being interrogated by some stupid priest. What are we going to do to help Shani, Garain, and Karn escape? Do you have any ideas?”


    “Just play the penitent, devout believer in Tanir. You can do that, right?” Her big beautiful eyes studied him in the dim candlelight of the tent. “Don’t do or say anything to arouse their—”


    “Believers in our sacred god, Tanir,” a deep voice said, interrupting her. A young priest in a dark, tattered robe entered the tent. A bandage stained with a hint of blood was wrapped around his head. His fierce blue eyes stared at them with an intense fury. “Bow down and prostrate yourselves before our god and worship him. I will recite prayers and perform the purification rites for the defiled. For you have been defiled by a direct interaction with the evil of this realm. I can smell the taint upon you both.”


    Jeno and Freyia went to their knees and humbled themselves before the priest. An angry indignation came to Jeno, but he suppressed the feeling and touched his forehead to the rug.


    The priest opened the Book of Tanir and began to chant the sacred rites.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY


    After the ceremony was over and the holy oil had been placed on their foreheads, the young priest began to speak in a slow, solemn voice.


    “My name is Deseros. There is no other life for me than my life in service of Tanir.” He shifted his cold blue eyes to Jeno and held the boy’s gaze. “I’ve heard from the priests of Castle Maarn.”


    His pause and intense stare caused a trickle of sweat to bead down Jeno’s back.


    “I know all about the incident. Fortunately for you, I have also heard from the priests that you were once very devout. Frankly, they said the incident on the morning when you escaped was completely out of character. Why did you so viciously strike a servant of our god? Priest Relain was innocent and undeserving of your violence. Do you realize the punishment for such an attack is to be burned at the stake? Why should the Church not immediately proceed with executing our required judgment?”


    “It was an urgent situation,” Jeno said, holding the man’s gaze. “Priest Relain was preventing me from fulfilling a promise. I swore to my father to protect my brother Chiro. Besides, when I entered the kitchens, the priest was eating food without permission. He was rude and belligerent and refused to listen to me. He was also at fault.”


    Priest Deseros snorted. “He was punished for his offense, I assure you. But that doesn’t excuse you for knocking him out, now does it?”


    “No.” Jeno bowed his head again. “But I didn’t have time. Chiro had left hours earlier. I needed to stop him from entering the cave that led into Sosaram. It is forbidden by the laws of men and the laws of Tanir. My faith demanded that I act. I had to keep him from going into this realm.”


    “Mmm, I see. So, you knocked out the priest so you could stop your brother from committing sin?”


    “Yes, and that’s the truth. Priest Relain wouldn’t listen to me. He couldn’t be reasoned with, so I had to act. I was desperate to save my brother’s body and soul. He had acted rashly and foolishly. I wanted to ensure that he wasn’t in harm’s way.” Jeno sighed. “But I was too late.”


    “And you?” The priest said, shifting his gaze to Freyia. Jeno caught a hint of lust in the young priest’s eyes. It disgusted him. There was something definitely wrong about the priest, from the bandage to the twisted expression on his face. “The daughter of a convicted witch? Were you seeking evil and the instruments of magic on your journey to Sosaram? Was this the perfect chance you were waiting for when you followed Jeno into that cave?”


    “No! Of course not. How could you say that? I saw that Jeno was in danger, and I wanted to help him. In truth, I knew that Chiro was also in trouble, but I believed they would both be at risk if I didn’t aid them.”


    “How could you, a mere girl, offer any assistance?” A crooked smile came to the priest’s face. “Brew potions, cast a magic spell, perhaps?”


    Freyia’s face reddened in anger, but she bit her lip as if trying to stop herself from issuing a retort. The priest only chuckled at her and continued. “Like mother like daughter. Did she teach you her dark arts before we burned her at the stake? Did you cast hexes on the priests and vow your revenge? But powerless to do much damage, you sought the knowledge and strength of magic only to be found in Sosaram?”


    A sneer came to Jeno’s face as he glowered at the priest. The man was enjoying taunting and tormenting Freyia. He was the true evil here, not the elves and not the magical creatures. The teachings of Tanir had gotten it all wrong. The humans were the evil ones. They were spreading hatred and disaster everywhere in this realm. Wickedness and conceit filled the priest’s heart. Jeno could see it so clearly, he wanted to smash in his head. Alarmed at his thoughts of violence, Jeno calmed himself and wiped the emotions off his face. He tried to remain stoic as Deseros turned to look at him.


    “Dare you inspect me, sinner? Keep your eyes fixed on the ground and remain in prayer. I am speaking to the girl, not to you.” The priest held Jeno’s gaze for a while until Jeno turned back to facing the rug. He forced down an angry retort.


    “I have a mind to test you for witchcraft. You know we have ways of finding the truth, though you definitely won’t enjoy it. However, for the right incentives, I could be persuaded to forgo the test. If you both remain cooperative.”


    “What do you want us to do?” Jeno asked, still keeping his eyes low.


    The priest gave a small cough of contentment and continued, “You’re getting right to the point, good. Well, you hold a certain amount of power, considering your father is General Thanadol. If you were any other commoner, we would have little use for you and the young witch.”


    Jeno narrowed his eyes at the young man and balled up his fists. So, this priest wanted to use Jeno to gain some influence over his father? If he told General Thanadol, he would have the priest’s head.


    “What we want ultimately depends on your complete and faithful cooperation. This means not uttering a word to anyone, including your father or brother. The girl’s silence must also be ensured.” The priest snapped his fingers and glanced over as a priestess dressed in a black robe entered the room. Jeno couldn’t see her well, as her face was mostly covered by the hood. To his horror, the woman seized Freyia and dragged her from the room. Jeno rose to his feet and tried to stop the priestess, but Deseros lifted a hand.


    “Did I give you permission to stand? Leave it be or the next time you see your girlfriend, she’ll be bones and ashes lying under a burned pyre.” The priest gave Jeno a black look of such utter contempt and fanaticism that he knew the man would be true to his word. “We require your absolute participation in what we desire. Do I make myself completely clear?”


    Jeno nodded and hated the feeling of powerlessness that gripped his heart. He wanted to rage, to strike out and beat this man senseless. He wanted to escape with Freyia, but he could do nothing. Not now, at least. He’d get his revenge in his own way and his own time. If he planned everything correctly.


    “Good. Now, let’s discuss the matter at hand.” The priest sat on a plush chair next to a wooden desk littered with papers. He let out a long sigh. “Your father is not considered the most religious man by our priesthood. He does all the right things and performs all the correct oblations, but he is cautious and distant when it comes to personal favors for the priests. We view this in an unfavorable light.”


    Though Jeno was confused as to where the man was going, he kept quiet and allowed the man to continue.


    “Life here in Sosaram has been a bountiful blessing for the Church.” Priest Deseros spread his arms wide and grinned. “Unchecked, we’ve reaped riches for the Church and enabled this wealth to help us continue to do our work in this realm and in the human realm. Your father has orchestrated to implement controls on the distribution of confiscated loot from various military campaigns. In short, he’s planning to eliminate our portion of the spoils. Our sacred work will suffer as a result. He’s also planning to reduce the number of priests in each military camp. And he’s enacted a curtailing of our movements, keeping us confined to the hospitals, morgues, and tents devoted to prayers and ministrations to the souls of soldiers. This is unacceptable to us.”


    “Why are you telling me all this? It sounds like a matter for the Church to negotiate with the army.”


    “No, it is beyond that. The negotiations have completed. The leaders of our church have foolishly agreed to the new plan. As a result, we ordinary priests will suffer.”


    Jeno suppressed a scoff. The priest was hardly suffering. Likely, this new policy would eliminate the nefarious and illegal activities the priest and his associates were conducting here in Sosaram.


    “Get to the point. What is it you want me to do? Talk to my father or something?” Jeno said, frowning. He disliked the idea of going against his father’s wishes, but he despised the idea of Freyia being burned at the stake.


    “Debating with your father is pointless and will only arouse his suspicions. We require a more direct intervention.”


    “Such as?”


    “His visit here is fortuitous. He has brought an entourage of scribes, along with his library of documents and plans. We need you to procure a particular kind of document for us. If you refuse or fail in the attempt, the girl will be killed. It’s as simple as that. We require your motivation and your complete attention, along with the focus needed to achieve this goal. Do we have your support?”


    “I’d do anything to help Freyia,” Jeno said, his voice breaking. Including murdering this priest, though he hated himself for thinking that. It was wrong to wish murder on another, especially a priest. But Jeno knew this man only espoused greed and vice as his religion.


    “Excellent. We were hoping you’d say that. Tanir will bless you for aiding his holy work. Now, as for the details, your father keeps the documents inside his personal tent. The ones we are interested in describe the movement of loot back to the caves leading into the human realm. You could say my organization seeks to reclaim the Church’s rightful portion of that booty for the glory of Tanir and the restoration of our Church to its correct state. That is all you need to know. You will immediately seek your father and plot your attempt to get into his tent, alone. Find a way to procure the documents we seek.”


    “But how will I get inside undetected?” Jeno shook his head, knowing it was a ridiculous task.


    “We will create a diversion. We’ve also bribed many of the guards surrounding his tent. A few are his personal soldiers, so you’ll have to figure out the rest. But considering you are his son, I imagine the task will be infinitely easier. Figure it out. Your friend’s life depends upon your ingenuity and ability to succeed. I will leave you now. You’d better act fast, as I’ve heard your father plans to ship you and your brother back home tomorrow. Your friend will remain under confinement until you bring us what we require.


    “And don’t even think about telling your father about our discussion. At the first hint of discovery, we’ll slit the girl’s throat. And as a secondary precaution, our herbalist will be administering a rare, secret poison every eight hours to the girl. If we’re attacked or threatened in any way, your friend will die from failing to receive the antidote. You can’t win a fight against us. Trust me. You’ll fail. When you have succeeded in your quest, bring the documents to our tent at the northern corner of the camp. The sign of Tanir flies high in the wind.”


    The priest turned and departed, leaving Jeno stunned. How could he get inside his father’s private tent and search through his things, undisturbed and undetected, long enough to find the documents they wanted? He had thought of directly telling his father the truth while being alone with him, but the idea of Freyia dying from poison or having her throat slit was horrific. He couldn’t risk it. He had to handle this by himself. But how? He wished he had Freyia or his brother to help him. The thought of losing Chiro’s confidence crushed him. He used to be able to tell him anything.


    Jeno was about to leave the tent when Chiro returned. “Priest Deseros mentioned you wanted to see Father. I’m surprised you don’t want to rest first.”


    “No, this can’t wait. Can you take me there?”


    Chiro furrowed his brow in contemplation. “What’s this all about? You’ve acted strangely since the moment you entered the camp. What’s gotten into you? Something has changed.”


    “You’ve changed also, Chiro. Why did you give up on your search for our mother? How could you give up hope so easily?”


    “Don’t talk to me about giving up. You never wanted to try in the first place. Don’t you remember? You argued with me and tried to keep me from coming here to Sosaram. You told me the voices were false and not to listen to the gnome. I don’t know what you think now, but at least, then, you were wise. I should have listened to you.”


    “It was foolish of you to come here by yourself, and it was foolish for me to follow you here. We were woefully unprepared. If it wasn’t for Freyia, I wouldn’t have survived. But the thing is, now that we’re here, shouldn’t we continue our search for her?”


    Chiro shook his head. “Absolutely not. It’s a fool’s quest. I see things clearly now. There was never a chance of locating her. Face the facts. We’re never going to find her. And honestly, I believe Father. If he was concerned enough to take us away from her, then maybe she’s not someone we ought to know.”


    “Do you think our mother is a witch?” Jeno narrowed his eyes in contemplation. “And we don’t look exactly like our father. Could she be an elf? Are we—”


    “Don’t you dare say that!” hissed Chiro, balling up his hands into fists. “She’s not an elf. She’s not. It can’t be. How could Father wage war on the elves, knowing that his own sons were tainted with the blood of elves? Don’t you see it? Mother might have been a heretic or a priestess who wandered into Sosaram seeking sanctuary, but she’s human. And don’t you dare suggest otherwise, or I swear I’ll—”


    “You’ll do what, kill me?” Jeno scoffed and stared at him in disbelief. What had his brother become?


    “No,” Chiro sunk his head, deflated. “I could never… I’m sorry, Jeno. This strange realm is driving me crazy. I don’t know what to believe sometimes. I just simply don’t want to talk about our mother. I hate the fact that you keep bringing it up. You’re like a stranger to me now. I don’t understand you anymore.” Chiro released an angry sigh, staring at his brother. “Come on. I’ll take you to Father’s tent.” He turned and led Jeno through the camp, his eyes avoiding his brother.


    How had it come to this? Jeno had left in search of his brother but lost him in the end. It was hard for him to accept. He thought of various things he could say to win him back. There had to be something he could do or say to convince him. He refused to believe Chiro had completely given up the hope of finding his mother.


    When they reached a tall, colorful tent in the middle of the sparse camp, they were stopped by two guards bearing General Thanadol’s insignia.


    “The General isn’t here.” The bald-headed soldier flexed his bulky muscles as he rammed the butt of his spear into the ground. “Check over at the war planning tent. He’s probably there.”


    Jeno faked a yawn. “Maybe I should sleep, Chiro. It hit me all of a sudden. Can I rest in my father’s tent?”


    The guard shook his head. “Impossible. I have orders to allow no one but the General into his quarters without the General being present.”


    “Let me take you to my tent,” said Chiro. “You can sleep there.”


    Jeno thanked his brother and followed him to a small tent not far from his father’s. Inside, he sprawled on a cot and yawned for real this time. He was sleepy. “Wake me in a few hours. I don’t want to sleep all day.”


    Chiro chuckled and turned to go. “Sleep as long as you need to. The priest said you did well at the purification ritual. You deserve the rest. I’m glad things are getting back to normal.”


    Normal, was this what he called normal? But Jeno kept quiet and curled up in bed and waited until his brother left. He resisted the urge to close his eyes but found a wave of fatigue and sleepiness wash over him. Soon, he was powerless to prevent himself from closing his eyes. Sleep took him and soon enfolded its shadowy arms around him.


    He dreamed of wandering in the forest outside Castle Maarn with his brother. It was a good dream, and it filled him with joy. But the dream faded, and he drifted off into nothingness.


    Footsteps woke him, and he opened his eyes to see Chiro crawling into bed. He wanted to talk to his brother, to tell him his thoughts and dreams and doubts, but he didn’t. It was strange for Jeno to suppress such simple desires as to talk to his twin, for he’d never done it before. They’d discussed everything and shared secrets and argued freely. But this time, it was different, and Jeno knew it. If Jeno slipped and caused Chiro to doubt his commitment to his faith, he might not ever have the chance to help his friends and find his mother. If he could figure out how to help Freyia and get what the priest wanted… That had to be the way.


    He closed his eyes again, and a wall of fatigue crashed over him. He fell into a dreamless sleep.


    But after a while, he woke again in a wild rush of sweat and fright. His eyes flared in alarm as he felt someone’s hand pressed over his mouth.


    How had he gotten here?
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    Jeno couldn’t believe that Nimbus had managed to sneak past the soldiers and find him without being discovered. He was in shock at seeing the wood elf again. After Jeno nodded, the tracker released his hand over his mouth and helped him out of the cot. Nimbus glanced over at his sleeping brother.


    “Is he coming with us?”


    “No.” Jeno sighed, wishing it wasn’t true. “My brother has chosen another path.”


    The wood elf snapped his fingers, and a shimmering shower of silver particles danced over Chiro’s head. The tracker gave him a devious grin.


    “I can’t believe it. You came back to help me?”


    “Did I have a choice? I knew you’d fail in your attempt at freeing your friends. And I felt guilty knowing I’d consigned you to the sentence of returning to your realm without finding your mother. My conscience and intuition told me I had to do something.”


    “Thank you.” Jeno bowed his head. “I truly appreciate it. I never imagined you would do something so significant for me.”


    “You are most welcome. I couldn’t bear facing Master Bracken with doubts about your safety on my mind. Honor and reputation are important to me. I did what I had to do.”


    “What you’ve done is beyond my expectations. But tell me this; how did you get past the guards and the soldiers? They have hunting dogs. And how did you find me?”


    “The magic of stealth and tracking are my specializations. It took me a while, but I managed it just fine. Besides, it is vastly easier to find someone whose pattern I’ve already memorized.”


    “Pattern?”


    “It’s like a signature. A unique identifier of your energy and soul. It’s how I was able to follow you from so far away and find you. That part was easy. Getting past the soldiers and dogs was harder. I had to wait until nightfall and tread carefully through the camp. But here I am.”


    “I’m not sure if this tent is secure,” whispered Jeno, suddenly scared a guard might be patrolling nearby.


    The tracker waved away the idea. “Most are sleeping at their posts; at least, they are now after I cast my spells. The dogs gave me a tougher time. I had to use meat soaked in sleeping draughts. Their minds aren’t very open to suggestions. Humans are duller creatures. We should be safe for a few hours. Shall we find your friends and get out of here?”


    “There’s a problem,” Jeno said, and he told Nimbus the story of the priest and Freyia. After he’d finished, the wood elf seemed to be struck by an idea.


    “Why not simply give them what they want? If they’ve poisoned her, we’re not likely to figure out the antidote. There are thousands of different kinds of poisons…”


    “You think you can get past the soldiers guarding my father’s tent?”


    The tracker rolled his eyes. “What do you think? Magic is the weakness of the human army and the main reason they’ve never succeeded in this war beyond a certain point. Only what the high elves allow. If it weren’t for your people’s dark god and his host of magical allies, the humans would have been utterly destroyed a long ago.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Your god Tanir is really an old elven god, Nirat. He rules the land of the dead and thrives in darkness. Nirat is allied with many dark gods. They’re all conspiring against the high elves and the gods of light. There are only a few dark gods who’ve refused to join Nirat in his war. Nirat is using the humans as a tool to push his agenda in this realm. So far, it is working, albeit slowly.”


    “But the cities are secure. The high elves have an impregnable defense. I’ve seen it.”


    Nimbus raised an eyebrow. “Don’t be so naive. Their defenses won’t last long. The dark gods have infiltrated most of the cities and have planted the seeds of their rebellion in the shadows and dark corners of Pereth and other cities. Soon, the tide will turn. The high elves are ignorant of this and will be caught by surprise. They will have only themselves and their overconfidence to blame. Too many of the old gods think this is merely a game, and the elves and humans are simply pawns acting for their amusement.”


    “That’s what I’ve been taught about the old gods. It’s one of the reasons we despise them.”


    “That’s why Nirat was able to fool your race so easily. The dark god took a more personal approach to trick humanity into worshipping him and his religion of lies and deceit. It worked. The old gods were complacent in their confident insistence that the humans would continue worshipping them forever. But that belief was misguided. Nirat outflanked and fooled the gods of light and beat them at their own game. Now, he craves the conquest of Sosaram. So far, he is winning the quiet war, even though, on the outside, it looks like the humans are losing.”


    “But why would the old gods just stay there and ignore what is happening? If they even cared about our realms, that is. We were taught that they are indifferent to the lives of mortals and content to live out their days in the Realm of the Gods.”


    “No, lies and deceptions. Many of the gods exist here among us. Some reside in the Realm of the Gods and the Realm of Shadows, but many of them have taken a keen interest in the outcome of this war. I’ve seen the gods and goddesses with my own eyes. It is an amazing and humbling experience. If you stay long enough in this realm, you too might see one for yourself. Then come and talk to me about your religious beliefs. The sight of a god causes you to question your ideals and perspectives. It greatly expands your outlook on the world. But enough talk of this. It’s time to act. Let’s see what we can find in your father’s tent.”


    Before they left, Jeno put on his hunting leathers and collected his backpack and other things. He strapped on his magical sword and kneeled next to the sleeping figure of his brother. The spell had put him in a deep trance. “Goodbye, Chiro. I wish you hadn’t given up on your quest to find our mother. I’ll miss you. We should have done this together. I was wrong about not listening to you. We’re stronger together. I know it. Please don’t believe all the lies the priests spew about me. Everything I’m doing is for what we’ve always wanted. Finding a mother who loves us. Goodbye, brother.”


    Jeno left the tent with Nimbus, and they snuck through the camp and soon reached General Thanadol’s guards. They were slumbering in front of the entrance of his father’s tent. So much for the security of their army. If it was this easy for one wood elf to get past an entire camp of soldiers, then how was the war not over by now? The humans should have been defeated ages ago. Nimbus had to be right. Some magic or some mysterious power had to be protecting them. The question was, why wasn’t it here tonight? Jeno cast a glance at the tracker and wondered what god or power was behind the elf. Some mystery shrouded the tracker, a mystery Jeno couldn’t decipher. There was more at play here than he knew.


    Inside, they discovered Jeno’s father snoring loudly on his bed. Before the wood elf had a chance to cast a spell, Jeno stopped him and whispered, “Can you cast a spell to influence his mind? Maybe he can help us find what the priests are looking for.” Jeno also had some questions for his father that he wanted answered. Questions he knew his father would never normally answer and Jeno hadn’t dared ask.


    The tracker nodded, and soon, silver particles of light swirled around the General’s head. Jeno once again felt the sickening sensation strike his stomach, but he fought it and forced down the feeling. It was getting better, like he was building an immunity to the feeling of magic.


    Jeno’s father smacked his lips and stirred in bed, causing the boy to tense. The wood elf raised a hand to reassure him.


    “It’s normal. He’ll be able to hear us and speak, though he’s still asleep. I’ve opened bridges to both his conscious and unconscious minds. Go ahead. Talk to him.”


    Light burst out as the tracker lit several candles. The boy went to his father’s bed and sat next to him, studying the lines on his face illuminated by the candlelight. He had aged. Deep crevices spread across his forehead, lines likely caused by the worries of war.


    “Father? It’s Jeno. I want to ask you a few questions.”


    General Thanadol mumbled softly and whispered, “Yes, son?” His voice was haggard and slurred.


    “I was looking for some documents. The ones about the movement of goods from the war campaigns back to our world. The spoils of war. Where are they?”


    “I keep them close, you know. Secrets and military plans. Spies are everywhere…”


    “Yes, there are too many spies about. But I’m your son. You can tell me. Where can I find them?”


    His father winced as if struck by some internal struggle. “You’re not a spy, are you, son?”


    “No, absolutely not.” Jeno cast a concerned gaze at the wood elf. Nimbus waved his hand and motioned for Jeno to continue.


    “I didn’t think so. But one can’t be too careful these days.”


    “But the priests are spies, Father. They are plotting against you. They are angry you’ve changed the rules and taken away their portion of the spoils. Remember this even after you wake.”


    A beatific smile came to General Thanadol. “I know. I know all about them. Schemers and sneaks. But they’ll never know my plans for them.”


    “Good, I’m happy to hear that. And the documents, Father? Where can I find them?”


    “Here, in my tent. The bottom right drawer of my desk. I keep it locked, of course. Only I can open it. I hired an elven master craftsman to make that desk and the secure lock for me. Though magic is evil, it certainly is effective and useful at times.” He chuckled softly.


    The wood elf walked over to the desk and bent down for a closer inspection. He gave a low whistle of respect and rose to meet Jeno’s gaze. At the shake of his head, Jeno turned back to his father.


    “Can you open it now? I need to see the documents.”


    Nimbus flourished his fingers and the silver particles strengthened and condensed around the General’s head, causing a tension to form on his face.


    “I will do as you ask.” With a great heaviness, the man pushed himself up and staggered toward the desk. He retrieved a key dangling from a chain around his neck and inserted the key into the lock. “The secret word is Janshee.”


    The lock made a clicking sound, and the General turned the key and opened the drawer.


    “You must be tired, Father. Why don’t you go back to bed and rest?”


    The man nodded in agreement and sauntered over and returned to his place under the thick fur covers. Jeno wasted no time and went to the open drawer and studied the papers, his inspection aided by the light of the candle that Nimbus held. After ten minutes of searching, he found several of the documents he knew the priests were looking for. He returned the rest of the papers to the drawer and closed it. The lock clicked again and a faint silver light flared up inside. Jeno hoped his father wouldn’t remember the conversation or notice anything was amiss. Not that it mattered. He planned on being far from the camp before his father ever woke.


    But Jeno had another question to ask his father. So, he went back and kneeled next to him. Truthfully, he had many questions to ask the man, but only one really mattered right now.


    “Father? Where is my mother?”


    A warm, tender smile came to General Thanadol’s haggard face. “Leilian… How I miss beautiful Leilian. Only the gods know where she is. You can’t find her, not if you tried with all your heart and with all the best actions of your life. You’d fail and fail miserably.”


    Her name was Leilian? It was a beautiful name, and it fit the image of the woman he’d seen in his dreams. “Then how can I find her?”


    “You can’t. If she wants to be found, she’ll find you. But you have to give her a reason… a reason to care.” His voice was raspy and tired as he spoke. He breathed heavily for a long while as if lost in thought. “Leilian once cared for me. But not anymore. She loathes me. She wishes me dead, but she can’t stand the thought of me dying. She hates me, but she’s also still in love with me. Such a strange and mysterious personality. I’ll never understand her…”


    Jeno was about to ask his father another question when the wood elf shook his head to stop him. He glanced back at the General and noticed he was slumbering deeply now. The boy waited a moment by his father’s bedside and prayed to Tanir he would be able to find his mother and that, one day, his father would forgive him for leaving. But he had to go.


    After Nimbus blew out the candles, Jeno followed the tracker outside. He pointed north toward where he knew they would find the priest. Documents in hand, he was determined to secure Freyia’s release and ensure she received the antidote. The tracker followed his lead, but from time to time cast a spell on a wandering soldier and sent him into a deep sleep. Soon, they reached the tent devoted to the worship of Tanir. Just like back in Castle Maarn, the place was filled with the smell of sickly sweet incense. The light of candles burning inside cast wavering shadows and tongues of light rippling across the tent’s surface. The flag bearing the symbol of their faith flapped lazily under the soft breeze.


    A few more steps and he’d be reunited with Freyia. If he could manage to outsmart the priests…
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    As Jeno stared at the flag flying the symbol of Tanir, a tight knot of guilt twisted in his stomach. He thought of what he’d done to the priest in Castle Maarn and how he’d acted here in Sosaram. He had doubted his faith and plotted things considered heretical by his god. Were all those rules and laws truly the will of Tanir, or were they simply the teachings of the priests? It was difficult for him to understand anything, lately…


    He wondered about the words of the wood elf tracker. He had said similar things about Tanir as had the old soldier. It was either common knowledge here in Sosaram or more lies spread by the high elves. Whatever the source of the story about Tanir and Nirat, Nimbus was right in one important regard. The human army had been protected in ways that were mysterious. If a magician could so easily gain access into a military camp and subdue the soldiers with such simple spells, then the entire campaign in Sosaram should have been doomed from the start. Without some kind of magic or mystical power, they would have certainly failed a long time ago.


    Could it be explained as a direct intervention by Tanir on their behalf? Or did their god imbue their priests with some form of magical power? Perhaps the blessings they bestowed upon the soldiers aided them against the wizards and witches of the realm. But at least here, Tanir’s blessing had ignored this camp, leaving the soldiers susceptible to the magical manipulation of the tracker.


    “I’m exhausted,” whispered Nimbus. “I’ve drained my reserve of magical power by casting too many spells. It will take days before I can replenish it. Whatever we do now will have to be done quickly. We’ll need time to rescue your friends and make it out of the camp before the guards wake. We likely have less than thirty minutes. You should go into the priest’s tent by yourself. They won’t like finding a wood elf in their presence. I really don’t want to have to kill anyone tonight, but I will if I must.”


    Jeno nodded and aimed his path toward the entrance. Despite the early hour, it seemed like someone was inside, offering prayers and performing rites. This wasn’t unusual behavior for the priests, as Tanir demanded oblations every four hours. They were likely conducting the first ritual of the new day, the ritual many of the younger priests complained about in secret. While others were allowed to slumber, they were forced to wake before sunrise and perform the sacred rites.


    And true enough, when Jeno entered the tent, several robed figures were abasing themselves before the incense-filled altar, chanting softly. Jeno’s first instinct was to join them in prayer, but he remembered they had little time. He cleared his throat and caught the attention of the priests. It was Deseros who rose and shuffled toward him. The young priest motioned him over to a side chamber.


    “I see you’ve brought me something.” The priest eyed the documents in Jeno’s hands. Deseros took them and inspected the pages carefully. After reading several sheets, a greedy smile came to the man’s face. “Excellent. I never expected you’d actually succeed, you know. You’ve performed beyond our wildest hopes. How did—”


    “I didn’t come here for idle chatter.” Jeno scowled at the man and put a hand on the hilt of his sword. He could feel the power of Lunus’ magic surging up his arm. “Fulfill your part of the bargain and release Freyia. Give her the antidote.”


    “Or what, you’ll kill me?” The priest scoffed, but a hint of fear was beginning to show on his face.


    “We’ve made a deal. All I’m asking is for you to keep your word. Where is Freyia?” Jeno wielded Lunus and aimed it at the priest’s throat. The blade shimmered under the candlelight. A trickle of sweat poured down the man’s forehead. He reached up to adjust his bandage, and Jeno got a glimpse of the ugly wound underneath. He wondered who had given it to him.


    “Ok, put the weapon down.” The priest raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’ll take you to Freyia.”


    “And the antidote?”


    “What?”


    “The antidote… for the poison.”


    “Yes… of course.” The priest coughed slightly and nodded. “Follow me this way. She’s staying with the priestess.”


    Had Deseros lied about the poison? What if there had never been a need for an antidote? Jeno supposed, if they had been stealing, they could also be more than capable of lying. The priests of Tanir were never known for their martial arts and were supposed to disavow bladed weapons. The priest’s threat of cutting Freyia’s throat had sounded completely out of character for a man of god, unless they’d been led astray due to the negative influence of living in Sosaram. Jeno had heard many stories of soldiers abandoning their faith and deserting the army. But the priesthood had a sacred shroud surrounding it. Few stories ever leaked out.


    “She’s in here sleeping.” Deseros stopped before a tent and studied Jeno. “We can settle this in the morning. It’s not proper for a girl to leave the sanctity of the church in such a vile and evil realm.”


    Jeno pointed the sword at the priest again. “You go in first. Wake her and get the herbalist so they can administer the antidote. If you fail to do this, I’ll enjoy spilling your blood. Now go.”


    “They won’t like being woken.” The priest straightened his robe and pushed open the tent. There was a murmur inside, and a woman’s low voice sounded.


    “Who dares violate our peace?”


    “Do not worry. It’s me, Priest Deseros. I’ve brought the boy. He has secured the documents we require. He insists on seeing the girl.”


    “Freyia?” Jeno said, and he struggled to locate her in the dimness of the room.


    “Jeno? Is that you?”


    He heard the scrape of flint striking steel, and soon, a candle was lit. The light illuminated the tired face of the young priestess dressed in a white shift. She left her bed and put on a robe. Freyia also rose and ran over to greet him.


    “Get dressed quickly.” He eyed Freyia and studied her face for signs of poisoning. “Have they given you anything strange to drink?”


    She shook her head and cast a wary glance at the priestess. “I’ve refused to eat or drink anything.”


    “So, you’ve lied.” Jeno scoffed at Deseros. “You’re a liar and a thief. You’ve been stealing from the army, and you’re angry that they’re stopping your little game? You’re a disgrace to our holy church.”


    A muscle spasmed on the priest’s face. His mouth tightened into a grimace. “It’s not fair what they’ve done. Sosaram is dangerous for the men and women of our faith. You’ve heard stories of what the elves have done to us. It’s only right that Tanir demands we claim loot in the name of our religion. We use it to pursue virtuous acts.”


    The priestess looked worried. She stared at the magical sword in Jeno’s hand and took a step backward. Her voice was a whisper when she spoke.


    “You won’t hurt me, will you? I haven’t done anything wrong. It was his idea. Him and the other priests. I only went along with it because I despise the elves.” Her hands clenched her robe as she stared at Jeno.


    “You’re blaming me?” the young priest said, a snarl forming on his face. “It was your idea to use the girl to blackmail the boy. I voted for a more subdued, secret approach. You traitorous—”


    Jeno rammed the hilt of the sword into the man’s gut, sending him toppling to his knees. He coughed and gasped for air.


    “I’m sick of listening to you.” Jeno looked over to Freyia. “We don’t have much time. Do you know where our friends are?”


    Freyia shook her head. “No, but I think that maybe she knows. Where are they keeping the elves and the dwarf?”


    “I know where they are.” The priestess caught Jeno’s inspection. “If I help you, will you promise not to hurt me?”


    “Why would we hurt you?” asked Freyia, studying the young priestess with cautious eyes. “Have you done anything wrong in the eyes of Tanir?”


    The woman’s face reddened. “I’ve sinned in the eyes of god and of men. I need to make amends for what I’ve done.”


    “Then help us. Our friends don’t deserve to be imprisoned,” Freyia said. “The wood elf and the dwarf saved our lives, and the half-elf helped us in Pereth. I don’t care what you say about the elves and dwarves; there are kind souls even amongst the unbelievers of this realm. We’ve received far more kindness from them than from you.”


    The blush strengthened on the woman’s face. “I’m afraid the prisoners haven’t been treated well.” She cast a fearful glance at the priest. “You’ll have to ask Deseros the reasons. He has never properly explained it to me.”


    “You shut up about that,” hissed the priest. “Say another word and I’ll kill you.”


    Jeno twirled the sword around and jabbed it against his neck. “Speak another threat, and I’ll slice open your neck. You’ll both be coming with us. Lead us to where the prisoners are. Enough talk. We need to go now.”


    A few minutes later, they reached a dark tent on the edge of the camp. After Deseros and the priestess went inside, Jeno heard gasps and murmurs of concern coming from the prisoners. Slipping past the tent flap, the candlelight illuminated the fear and loathing on the prisoners’ faces. He soon found Garain, Karn, and then Shani and the other prisoners. Rage exploded in his heart at seeing her ripped and stained clothes and bruised body. Her mouth was gagged, and her hands were tied behind her back. They were probably trying to suppress her ability to cast spells. She looked embarrassed and distraught.


    Jeno raised a clenched fist to the priest. “What have you done to them? Get the keys and let them out, now! All of them.”


    Deseros shrank back as he glanced around at the eyes studying him with icy stares. Fear flooded his face as he took another step backward as if wanting to run. Jeno poked him in the ribs with the tip of the sword.


    “Don’t even think about leaving. Let them out now!”


    “But they’ll kill me. Please, let me live. I don’t want to die…” The priest folded his hands and looked up. “Oh, great and powerful Tanir, hear my prayer. Save me from these blasphemers and unbelievers. Send your spirit to haunt their hearts and ravage their dreams. If they strike me down, send your spirit to avenge me.” His voice rose louder. “Oh, Tanir, hear my—”


    Jeno bashed the butt of the sword against the back of priest’s head, and the man slumped to the ground. It wouldn’t do them any good if he woke the rest of the camp. He looked at the priestess. “Get his keys and let them out.”


    The priestess moved quickly and opened the doors to the cages, paying particular attention to the abused female prisoners. Her mouth curled into a frown of disgust and self-loathing as she looked at the state of the women.


    “What happened to her?” Jeno took a step toward Shani. Her eyes were cold and menacing as she glared at Deseros and the priestess. He cut the ropes binding her wrists and untied the gag. When she was free, she adjusted her tattered clothes to cover herself better. She took his dagger and proceeded to release the other women.


    Karn answered him. “This man and his band of unholy priests tortured and abused them. I saw everything. Garain was the one who caused the wound to his head. He almost killed him, but the soldiers came and stopped him. The dwarf is a hero.”


    Garain angled his head to the half-elf, a look of grim determination on his face.


    “You might still have the chance to kill him if I don’t murder him first.” Jeno glowered at Deseros and gripped his sword.


    “Can we get the hell out of this camp?” Karn said. “I’ve seen enough of this filth to cause me to hate the priests of Tanir forever.”


    “I’m so sorry,” the priestess said. “But it’s not part of our religion. I knew what they were doing to you was ungodly, but I looked the other way. It should never have happened. I should have tried to stop them—”


    “Yeah, you should have done something,” Karn said. “You’re just as guilty as the other priests.”


    After everyone was freed from their cages, Jeno went to Shani and caught the look of rage burning on her face. She was kneeling over the priest, staring at him with murderous eyes.


    “He deserves to die,” whispered Jeno, tying a gag around his mouth, “for his sins, for what he’s done to her.”


    “The other priests, too, but especially him.” Garain stood menacingly over the priest. “But isn’t it a sin for you to kill a priest of your religion?”


    “In this situation, I don’t think so. And I do want to kill him for the sins he’s done. But we have to go.” Jeno looked over as Nimbus entered the tent.


    “It’s time. The guards will be waking soon.” Nimbus found Shani, and a look of sorrow gripped his face. He bent down next to her and whispered something in the wood elf tongue. The dagger in her hand was pressed over the priest’s heart. Tears burst from her eyes, and she nodded in understanding. She dropped the dagger and stood suddenly. She uttered words that sounded like a curse then turned and walked away from the man.


    Before everyone left the tent, Nimbus stopped and studied Jeno and the dwarf. “Don’t kill the priest. As much as you want to, just don’t. I’m afraid you might bring a curse upon us if you do. The priests are protected by the dark gods. Be careful.”


    Garain grunted and narrowed his eyes at the wood elf but said nothing in return. Only Jeno, the priestess, and the dwarf remained in the tent. Garain just stood there staring at the unconscious priest. He looked up and fixed his gaze on the priestess.


    “Tell the others the truth about what this man and the other priests did to us. They abused us and did unholy, unspeakable things to the women. The priests deserve to be punished. Tell your religious and military leaders. Do you swear to your god you will do this?”


    The priestess nodded. “I swear to Tanir I will tell the truth about Priest Deseros and the others. They did evil in plain sight of our god. I promise I will make amends.”


    “I thank you,” Garain said, but the dwarf still seemed unsatisfied as he stared at the gagged man. A great battle seemed to be waging in his mind. “In my village, when a man committed such a crime against a woman, they suffered a particularly harsh form of punishment. One that removed his manhood forever. My gods—the ancient and holy gods of the dwarves—are speaking to me now. They are telling me that this priest deserves such a punishment.”


    Jeno furrowed his brow in concern, remembering the words of the tracker, but realized he couldn’t argue with the dwarf. He wanted to do more than simply punish him. He wanted the priest dead. Garain picked up Jeno’s dagger and aimed it at the priest. A look of grim determination hung on his face like a dark fog.


    “Do what you must,” Jeno said, feeling a cold dread suddenly shimmy down his spine. But he turned and left the tent, ignoring the voices of warning shouting in his head.


    Once outside, he heard the muffled sounds of a man screaming.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    After putting several hours of riding between the camp and their group, Jeno signaled for them to take a rest along a stream in a grassy field surrounded by forest. With all the wood elves freed from the prison camp, their group numbered fifteen souls. Nimbus nodded in agreement and said something to Shani in the wood elf language. The healer had remained close to the tracker, keeping her horse alongside his. Her eyes looked vacant and tired, and the shame still clung to her like a millstone. In a way, Jeno felt glad the dwarf had punished the priest. Deseros deserved it.


    Jeno dismounted and shook the fatigue from his body. It felt good to stretch.


    “We shouldn’t rest long,” said Nimbus, “ten minutes at the most. The soldiers will be after us. It’s been difficult to cover our tracks. Too many horses and too many muddy fields. It’s easy to track after a storm.”


    “But we set many of their horses free. They’ll be spending hours just finding them.”


    “I doubt it. Those were trained horses. They won’t wander far.” The tracker fixed his eyes off toward the north. “It smells like another storm is brewing. Just what we need, more rain.”


    A shiver ran through Jeno at the thought. It was bad enough riding all night through the last storm. But what other choice did they have?


    “How long until we reach Drathan?” Freyia asked, squatting down next to the stream. She cupped the cold water and splashed it over her face.


    “Days. Four days if we’re lucky with the weather, otherwise five or more. Traveling by river is usually the best option as it passes through rough terrain.”


    “I’m happy we have you to guide us.” Jeno gave the wood elf a bow of appreciation. “We’d be stuck in that camp if it weren’t for you. Truly, I thank you.”


    Freyia nodded in agreement and studied the tracker. “Will there be villages or cities along the way?”


    “A few villages,” Nimbus said. “Though this is the area where the human soldiers are usually the most active. I’ve taken us directly south to avoid any scouts or camps. The humans are getting bolder, though I’m not sure why. Something is helping them. We need to stay safe and put a large distance between them and our little party. Both my magic and Shani’s are depleted. We’d be defenseless against even a small squad of soldiers.”


    “We wouldn’t try to fight them,” Jeno declared.


    Irritation flashed across the tracker’s face. “I will, and I know Shani will. They’ll kill us and leave you humans alive. How fortunate for you…”


    “I didn’t mean it like that.” Jeno sighed, wishing he would have said things more clearly. “I only meant it’s futile to fight them.”


    “If my heart is pure then my gods will hear my call and come to my aid,” Garain said, joining them. “But I’m a fool, and perhaps only Kanna would listen to me. The God of Fools hears the pleas of his most loyal followers and laughs and celebrates at their demise. But at least, I’d be able to feast at his table for all eternity. Better than the tortured lives we dwarves live here in Sosaram. Eh, wood elf? You among most must know the plight of the dwarves.”


    The tracker nodded. “Aye, mostly true. But you must admit that, in Drathan, you’d have a chance at a better life. If you worked hard and built trust amongst the dwarven community, you’d earn a decent life for yourself.”


    “My uncle lives in Drathan. He’s been telling me that for years. ’Tis a shame I haven’t been listening. Could’ve saved myself years of torment. But the brewmaster would’ve suffered too for the lack of selling me all that drink.” The dwarf glanced around. “Damnit, I knew I should’ve stolen some ale from the camp.”


    “No use.” Nimbus grinned at Garain. “The piss they brew? It’s nigh worthless.”


    “Better to drink muddy water or the slop they feed pigs,” answered the dwarf. “It’s little wonder though, considering the priests make their ale and beer. Evil vermin, the lot of them.”


    At the mention of the word priests, everyone went silent for a long while. Jeno cast a glance at Shani and found her face had paled. Her once bright and lovely eyes were downcast, staring at the rippling surface of the stream.


    The tracker cleared his throat. “We best be going. Don’t want the soldiers—”


    Shani stormed upright suddenly and raised her clenched fists at the skies. She shouted words in the wood elf tongue that must have been curses. When she’d spent her fury, she turned and faced Jeno and the others. “I know word priest. I know word soldier.” She spat on the ground, her eyes filled with fire. “I kill them. They come? I kill them all…”


    When the tears spilled from her eyes, Nimbus moved closer and held her in an embrace, his strong arms patting her gently on the back. He made shushing sounds like he was soothing a baby. But her hands remained clenched, and her still outstretched arms shook in fury and sorrow. Jeno wished he would’ve killed the priest and gone back to the other priests’ tent and killed them all. They deserved to die for what they did to Shani and the other prisoners. The punishment Deseros received from Garain wasn’t enough. He hoped the priest suffered and died from his wounds.


    Jeno mounted his horse and looked out toward the south. They had to make it out of here alive. He prayed to Tanir that they’d find some peace along their journey and protection from all the darkness that had surrounded them. Though doubts filled his mind, he told himself only faith would mend the broken heart. If he only had enough faith. But he wasn’t sure of anything anymore…


    *


    The next morning, they were woken by the sudden outpouring of rain. They had camped late and gotten little sleep. They quickly saddled their horses and continued riding south, the first light of day faintly illuminating the eerie storm clouds. Hours later, the storm grew stronger and shot hail the size of marbles, sending stings of pain across Jeno’s back. They rode for cover under a towering black oak tree and waited for the weather to settle.


    By the looks of misery on their faces, Jeno knew they craved a warm bed, hot food, and a solid roof over their heads. They appeared as exhausted as he felt. When the hail stopped and the weather changed to a low drizzle, they continued their trek south. By the time the sky darkened, Jeno could barely remain on his horse. His clothes were heavy with rain, and his back ached from holding his drenched backpack. He thought he might fall off his horse at any moment.


    Just as he was about to call out for Nimbus to stop and rest, he spotted flickering lights ahead past a field of trees. Was that an inn or a farmhouse, perhaps? Either possibility brought him joy and an enormous sense of relief. When they got closer to the multistoried building, Jeno could see it was a large inn surrounded by smaller houses and a barn. They’d found civilization at last. Glancing at Nimbus, he realized the tracker had been the one to lead them to a good night’s rest and a warm meal. He thanked Tanir once again for sending the wood elf to aid them.


    Inside, they found hot, delicious food—a lamb roast and sweet potatoes—and wonderful tasting honey mead. Jeno ate and drank so much his stomach felt like bursting. He moved toward the fire at the hearth, arm-in-arm with Freyia, their steps a pleasant, drunken stagger.


    “I could stay here an entire week,” she said, stretching her fingers toward the heat of the flames, “or at least until the rain stops.”


    “If only Nimbus would grant us such a reprieve. He seems determined to get us to Drathan faster than we’re able to keep ourselves on our horses. I almost fell off today. Luckily, the sight of the inn lifted my spirits enough to keep me going.”


    The tracker sauntered over and raised an eyebrow. “What’s this about granting you a reprieve? I hardly think that’s appropriate, especially considering our situation. Just so you know, you have to be careful about gossiping around elves. We have significantly better hearing than you weak humans. It’s both a blessing and a curse—”


    Nimbus stopped himself suddenly. A dark expression came to his oval face, and he turned to gaze at the fire for a long while.


    Jeno sobered up in an instant. “What is it?”


    Sensing something was happening, Garain, Shani, and Karn joined them by the fire. A few of the elves in their group lurked nearby, quiet and attentive.


    “Despite the warmth and apparent safety of this inn, I sense we’re still not out of trouble,” Nimbus said.


    Karn cast a glance at the innkeeper cleaning mugs at the bar. “I had a talk with the owner, and he mentioned they’ve had many raids lately. Farms looted, warehouses burned, and wood elf villages destroyed. Prisoners have been taken.”


    Shani’s eyes grew cold and hard as if she understood the meaning. She’d been learning the common tongue quickly.


    “I’m debating whether we stay here tonight or continue.” A shroud of dark thoughts seemed to plague the tracker.


    Groans and murmurs of complaint sounded as their expressions showed fatigue and worry.


    “But we’re much too tired to continue riding,” Freyia said, and several others nodded in agreement. “If we do face danger, shouldn’t we face it with a full stomach and a rested body and mind? I don’t think it’s wise for us to keep going.”


    “What is it you sense?” Jeno asked. The tracker had a grave, distant expression in his eyes.


    “Darkness and ruin.” Nimbus looked at Shani. “And she’s sensed something foul and menacing following us. Why do you think I’ve been pushing you all so hard today? I nearly refused to let us sleep the few hours we did last night. There’s something out there searching for us. I don’t know if it is the human soldiers or something else.”


    “Won’t a good night’s rest help you recuperate your magic?” Freyia asked.


    “No, there’s some dark force blocking the flow of nature magic. Usually, time spent out in the forest, field, and even the storm renews us. Both Shani and I have been talking about the shadow hand that’s pressing down over the sky and smothering the earth.”


    Jeno tilted his head in confusion. “What does that mean?”


    The tracker exhaled sharply. “It’s hard to translate into the common tongue. But the meaning is similar if you can picture it in your mind. We’ve been unable to renew our magic or even draw in small amounts. We were hoping the farther south we went, the situation would change. But it hasn’t. Yet another reason I feel some dark presence has been following us. It could be a god or an entity from the Realm of Shadows. Unspeakable horrors exist there, or so I’ve been told by our sages and elders. We only have a few heroes who’ve dared journey into that vast and terrible realm and lived to return to tell their tales. We hold a gathering of wood elf tribes every four years in the Elder Forest. That is where I’ve heard those stories and legends told underneath the ancient trees.”


    Sadness and longing filled the eyes of the wood elves gathered around them. They nodded their heads and sought refuge and remembrance in the light of the fire. Only Shani remained stoic, staring at Nimbus as if he were the elder deserving respect. Jeno wondered if they had known each other before the attack on her village and her eventual imprisonment.


    “If there is a malevolent spirit chasing us, then we should keep pressing on tonight.” Garain’s brow furrowed in concern. “We’ve eaten enough and rested a bit. My vote says we should continue.”


    “We might be safer here in the inn versus out in the open,” Freyia said. “Walls of wood and stone.”


    “But we might be putting more people’s lives at risk by remaining here.” Jeno thought that whatever was after them might not care about collateral damage. Though being behind stone and amongst people with swords did make him feel safer.


    “Freyia might have a point.” Nimbus glanced at both of them. “Then again, she might be wrong. My sense tells me that whatever is out there is waiting for the right moment to strike.”


    “Then what do you suggest?” asked Garain. “You have the most experience of all of us it seems.”


    “Truthfully, I have the most experience running away from danger and keeping myself alive.” A look of pain flashed across his face. “Unlike the others who were close to me…”


    Jeno waited for the wood elf to say more, but after a long silence, he decided it wasn’t best to probe.


    “So, then we run?” The dwarf slapped his legs as if the decision had been made.


    “Not us,” said one of the prisoners, a tall, lanky wood elf male. “We’ve decided to remain here. Tomorrow, we’ll go on our own path and forge out a new life as far away from the humans and civilization as possible.”


    Nimbus said something to the wood elves in their language, and after a long conversation, he looked back to Jeno. “Then we will leave tonight. Perhaps they are right; the danger might lie with us. Whatever is out there is probably after the dwarf for what he did to the priest, at least that’s what my intuition tells me. Or Shani could be right, and it is after you.”


    Jeno swallowed hard and wondered why she would think some evil creature might be after him, but he kept his mouth shut. Better to talk to them when they were alone. Conversations broke out as the group prepared to separate and make their own ways in the world. The departing wood elves thanked Jeno, Freyia, Garain, and Nimbus for helping them. They, in turn, wished them well.


    They bought some supplies from the innkeeper, put on their still soaked gear, and prepared to depart. After saying their final goodbyes, Jeno followed the others outside into the dark and rainy night. When Nimbus joined them, he paused at the steps and looked up at the sky. At first, Jeno thought the tracker was looking for hints about the weather, but then he noticed it. Though it was raining, it was eerily quiet.


    His ears popped suddenly. He rubbed them and started to hear a strange sound. A distant roaring, droning noise that grew louder every second.


    “What is that?” He looked at the tracker’s fearful face.


    A loud boom sounded, and then a wave of fire and ash came charging toward them.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


    As Jeno and Nimbus leapt away from the flames, screams and shouts of warning sounded from inside the burning inn. Jeno looked back in horror. All those people… He wanted to help them but felt powerless to do anything against the river of flame pouring from the sky and striking the stone and wood inn. The smell of smoke and the scene were eerily familiar to him. Bodies burned to a crisp. The spray of blood on the snow. The dragon’s attack. Could it be happening again? He searched the sky to spot the origination point of the flames but found nothing but blackness and clouds.


    Finally, the fire ceased. He heard the flapping sounds of wings beating in the air. Now, he knew he was right. He glanced around and spotted Shani, Karn, Freyia, and Garain bent low behind a tree. They were staring wide-eyed at the burning inn and glancing up at the sky. Jeno and Nimbus bolted over and joined them in hiding behind the tree.


    “Is it the same dragon we spotted before?” Jeno asked, holding the tracker’s gaze.


    He nodded, his expression grim as if his mind were churning and strategizing what to do next.


    “Even if we manage to reach the horses, we’ll be caught out in the open.” Nimbus shook his head, clenching and unclenching his jaw.


    “So, we take a stand here and try to fight it?” Garain said the words with the taint of incredulity.


    “Only fools and suicidal idiots try to make a stand against a dragon,” said the tracker. “Or heroes blessed with gifts from the gods. But that is against lesser dragons. This is an old one.”


    “We hide then… sneak away and find a cave or a cellar.” Freyia looked uncertain the moment she’d said the words.


    “Nay. It will sniff us out.” Nimbus looked to Shani and whispered a few words in their language. She nodded, her expression resigned to some difficult task. “We’ve agreed. You four head to the horses, and we’ll try to distract it. Though we don’t have much magic left, it might be enough to allow you to escape.”


    “No,” Jeno hissed. “We’re not going to let you get slaughtered. I couldn’t live with myself if that happened. We only stand a chance if we stick together. It’s the right thing to do.”


    The tracker let out a long, exasperated sigh. “You don’t get it. What could you possibly do to stop it? That sword? Give it a rest. Even if you had a bow, you wouldn’t be able to do any damage. Face the facts—”


    The sound of wings coming closer caused Nimbus to clamp his mouth shut. He aimed his fingers toward the sky. Shani followed his lead and began chanting words in the wood elf language. The sickening feeling of magic began to bubble up and burst alive all around them. Garain gulped and reached for the short sword at his side, and Karn joined him in wielding a long, curved dagger. They were doing this together, no matter what they thought was right or wrong.


    Out of the stormy skies, the black dragon appeared, massive and terrible. It’s huge red eyes were filled with what looked like crystalline fire. Smoke and flame shot from its partially opened mouth—a rictus grin of maniacal expectation. But those shiny, glistening scales caught Jeno’s attention. The rain danced across the surface of those beautiful scales as the beast flapped its wings and descended to the ground. It didn’t even look mildly alarmed at facing the six armed opponents.


    Jeno’s hands jerked up to squeeze the sudden agony surging in his head. The voice, the same voice he’d heard that day out in the forest, it was speaking to him again. Was this the same dragon? The same one that had killed the ranger and those boys? But how was it possible?


    So, we meet again, boy. Two small spirals of steam spat from dragon’s nostrils. But where is your twin brother? Why is he not here with you?


    After glancing at the others, Jeno realized only he could hear it. He answered back in his mind. I’ve left my brother in the camp of the human soldiers. He has chosen to follow another path.


    The dragon stomped its foot and swung its massive head around so close he could see the dancing flames gyrating in the beast’s eyes. The sight was mesmerizing.


    Another path, you say? The holy righteous path of following your god, the one you call Tanir?


    Jeno took a step toward the dragon and shook off Freyia’s firm grip. He gave up on his quest to find our mother, while I have renewed my vow to search for her in Drathan.


    A futile quest. It is unsurprising that your brother quit the task. She doesn’t want you to find her, and you won’t, not unless she chooses it. That’s how it works.


    It was the same thing his father had said to Jeno back in his tent. But what did a dragon know about his mother?


    Why have you come here? Why have you burned down the inn and slaughtered innocent people?


    The dragon bounced up and down, spurting flame and smoke up into the trees, causing leaves and limbs to alight.


    I do not have to justify or explain my actions to one such as you, child. Besides, they are all guilty, those who worship the gods of the light. The elves of the forest are all the same. There is too much goodness all around, and it is in my nature to bring darkness and doom to this world. Only strength and power can oppose me. But there is none around to be found. ’Tis a pity, truly. How I long for a good fight.


    Then why have you come? Surely, there are other villages to torch and worshippers of light to befoul. The wood elves told me you’ve been following us…


    The dragon’s massive eyes swiveled around to stare at Shani and Nimbus, considering them both. His gaze settled on Garain.


    Not for them but for the dwarf. He has harmed one who is protected by Nirat. Our leader demands justice be executed, and I will mete it out. Stand aside, boy. I have not come to harm you. Another time we can dance, perhaps, but not now.


    “What is it saying to you?” Nimbus asked.


    Jeno waved him away, turning back to face the dragon. He is my friend. He saved my life along the road to Pereth. I cannot let you harm him.


    This is not your fight. Let it go. The death of one friend is nothing compared to the loss of all your friends. Do not test my patience, or I will send them all into the Realm of Shadows. Such a thing is worse than death…


    “Jeno,” hissed Freyia. “What is it?”


    “I don’t want to say—”


    “Why?”


    Jeno fixed his eyes on her. “I can’t. I truly can’t. It’s too—”


    Get out of the way, youngling. And tell your friends to do the same. The dragon padded the ground and flapped its wings in irritation. Do it, now.


    Why was the beast talking to him and not the others? Jeno glanced at Garain, and he must have caught his look of terror and sadness. The dwarf let out a long exhalation and came forward.


    “It’s because of what I did to the priest, isn’t it?” Garain turned and faced the dragon, raising his voice. “I should have killed the bugger right then and there. Mutilation wasn’t enough punishment for his crimes. If you slay me, dragon, know the God Kanna will seek you out and strike you down dead. For the God of Fools whispered in my ear and told me to punish that fiend and punish him I did. What are you going to do about it?”


    The dragon took a menacing step toward the dwarf. His time has come. I can only do what our god commands. Nirat speaks, and we obey. Don’t you obey our god, boy? Aren’t you still a true believer? Or has your time in Sosaram caused doubt to creep into your heart? Have you been seduced by the lure of magic and the stink of the gods of light?


    Jeno cleared his throat, confused. What was he talking about? Tanir is the god of goodness and light. I do not worship your false god, Nirat, whomever he might be.


    They are one in the same, fool. Have you not come to decipher this truth? Nirat masquerades as Tanir to trick the humans. You are not like them. Don’t fall for the tricks that blind them. Your nature makes you smarter than them. Join us and step aside, or I will slaughter them all…


    The dragon was lying. Jeno balled up his fists and faced the beast. It wasn’t true what he said about Tanir. It couldn’t be true. You lie. And I won’t let you harm the dwarf or the others. The priest was the one who sinned against the wood elf women. He deserved his punishment. I should have killed him myself.


    Better for the dwarf if you had killed the priest. We would have had no ability to execute our retribution. But the dwarf, he is fair game.


    What was he saying? Why not attack me? What is stopping you?


    The dragon snorted and shot smoke and flames at the raging fire burning inside the inn. It is not for me to explain. I am not allowed. If you won’t move, then I’ll—


    And in one blindingly fast movement, the dragon slapped Jeno aside with its great wing. He tumbled and rolled across the ground, lights sparkling in his eyes. He struggled to get up. When he looked back, a wave of flame burst from the beast’s mouth. Jeno tensed, cringing in the expectation of seeing his friends burned into charred husks. The smell of smoke and flame grew stronger as the fire billowed around the huddled group. Above, the tree burst into flames, and its limbs danced in the wind.


    Jeno gaped in amazement. Through the flames, he spotted his friends standing underneath the burning tree, unharmed. Both Shani and Nimbus stood strong, their hands outstretched. A shield of shimmering silver encircled the group. But the wood elves looked tired. The exertion had sapped them of the little strength they had left. Perhaps their shield would only last a little while longer. He had to act.


    In a wild, idiotic rush, Jeno gripped Lunus, feeling the strength surge through his muscles, and he charged at the dragon. Fool, I’m a fool! He cursed his stupidity but tensed his arm and prepared to strike. Time slowed as a clarity suddenly came to his mind. It had happened before, he remembered. The clarity of battle and the focus that sometimes came to him. It had happened to his brother, also. They’d talked about it. Now, his mind was razor-sharp and the world clear as a crystal. He stabbed the sword tip down and struck the beast’s leg in a weak point between scales. It was all so easy. In the space between the movement of time, he shoved the weapon down deep until it found tenderness.


    The dragon roared in pain and anger and whipped around to face the new threat. This wasn’t a cautious slap aside like before. This time, the beast’s wing slammed into Jeno and sent him flying across the courtyard and through the barn wall. Luckily, the wood was old and broke easily, and Jeno only landed hard on hay. Stars swam in his vision, and even though he tried, it was nearly impossible for him to suck in a breath. Finally, his lungs took over, and he gulped in air like a parched desert maniac downing water.


    Get up, get up! he shouted at himself and pushed up and charged out and ran at the dragon. But halfway there, he stopped, realizing he’d lost his sword. Where was it? In horror, he saw that the shield around his friends had failed. They stood there stunned, holding whatever weapons they possessed in their hands. The dragon faced Jeno as if confused about who or what had struck him. But when the smoke cleared, the beast pressed its head forward and peered at him.


    You? Did you dare do that? The dragon’s voice roared inside his mind. I’ll make it worse for them now. They’ll suffer long and painfully, and you’ll be forced to sit there and watch. You are but a stupid cub. Don’t attempt to attack me again. I’m not allowed to kill you, but that doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you…


    Why can’t you kill me? Jeno tried to engage the dragon in conversation; he wanted to divert its attention away from his friends. He hoped they would be smart and attempt to run away.


    I told you. It is not for me to say. You are protected. The beast swung back around and opened its jaw toward Jeno’s friends. Nimbus tried to shoot the dragon’s eye, but it raised its wing, and the arrow bounced away helplessly.


    The tracker was the first one to get snatched up by the dragon’s razor-sharp teeth. It happened so fast Jeno didn’t have time to react. Freyia screamed and tried to grab the tracker’s legs as he was being hauled away. Karn stabbed out with his blade in a vain attempt at hitting the dragon, but the beast only slapped him aside with its wing and sent the half-elf catapulting through the air. Garain tried to attack the dragon but Shani held him back. She seemed to realize that the beast was after the dwarf.


    Despite all their efforts at trying to stop the dragon, it held the wood elf softly like a cat playing with a mouse. Instead of crunching down and breaking and ripping apart his body, the dragon shook him like a dog shaking a squirrel. The screams of the wood elf were horrific, causing looks of terror to spread across their faces. Jeno was worried whether his spine was broken.


    Nimbus was dying.


    A cold, slithering power crawled up Jeno’s legs, and for some strange, inexplicable reason, he began to feel the tracker’s pain. It throbbed through his own body and coursed through his nerves like a poison. He grit his teeth and fought harder, pushing against the agony and the cold. Little droplets of heat trickled down his spine and spread across his back and into his stomach, causing a fire of rage to rise up and surge through him.


    He sank to his knees and clenched his fists. His eyes lifted to the stormy skies. Rain drenched his face. Why had Tanir abandoned him? Why was he cursed with all this bad luck against him and his friends? He pounded the ground until blood spilled from his knuckles. Breaking down at last, he pleaded for the dragon to stop. Finally, the beast opened its jaws and dropped the tracker onto the earth.


    I promised you I would hurt them. I’m here for the dwarf, not for you or your other friends. But I won’t hesitate to do to the rest what I just did to this little elf. It’s your choice.


    The rage expanded and grew into an uncontrollable fury. He could feel the power building inside him. It was like a rush of wind through a tunnel, like an avalanche of water pouring from a waterfall, like the emptying of a mountain of earth into a mass grave. The power was rich and vibrant and elemental. Jeno took sharp, halting gasps of air as he pushed himself to his feet.


    And there it was. A faint glow of light. He lifted his hands and saw a silver light pulsing around his fingers and swirling up his wrists and arms. It was the strangest sight he’d ever seen. He looked down and saw that the same silver light churned around his feet and legs and torso.


    He was filled with the light of magic. The light radiated and pulsed within him. He could feel the power twisting and turning inside his organs, craving to be free. It felt sickening and ecstatic at the same time. His teeth chattered, and his arms trembled from the power. Was he cursed with the gift of magic? Had the encounter with the dragon done this to him? But no, it had happened before. The night ride with the tracker. Had the wood elf done this? Or maybe Shani had caused this when she’d healed him. Her touch had brought the stain of sin to settle and grow like a corrupted seed. He was cursed. Tanir would never love him now; he would never accept him.


    His eyes lifted to study the dragon. He simply couldn’t permit it to happen. He couldn’t allow Garain to be murdered by this fiend. It wasn’t right. The priest had deserved his punishment, no matter how barbaric it was. His crimes had broken the laws of god and the laws of men. If Jeno was cursed by magic, then perhaps magic could help him. He’d seen what Shani and Nimbus and the dragon had done with the ancient art.


    “No, I won’t,” whispered Jeno. He shook his head as he stalked toward the dragon. “I won’t let you kill him. He doesn’t deserve to die. I don’t care about the dark god you worship. I deny him his right of power. He cannot be the same as my god. He cannot be the same as Tanir, and if he is, then I denounce him with every bit of my soul. For I cannot worship a god who hates so much, who hates the beauty in life, who hates the light and the love that exists in nature and in elves and in dwarves and in humans. I reject such a god. I reject this Nirat, this god of darkness, and I denounce him as I denounce you now.”


    The dragon twisted its mouth into an ugly snarl as it faced Jeno, but he thought he saw a hint of fear in the beast’s eyes. It stared at Jeno for a long while as if considering him in a new light. That look of fear hadn’t existed there before. It had all but dismissed him as a threat.


    Then because of your blasphemy, I will hurt you as I’ve hurt your friend. So be it. You will suffer, but you will survive. I have many ways of keeping prey alive…


    Billowing steam and smoke bubbled out of its snout. Feel the wrath of my power.


    A sudden urge caused Jeno to raise his arms. He aimed his hands at the beast. Maybe it was the example of the wood elves or the memory of the movements of magic imprinted in the earth and in the sky and in all creatures. Whatever it was, Jeno stretched out his fingers, and the silver light snaked out and spiraled toward the dragon. The light was magnificent and mesmerizing. It captivated his mind. The world fell into a mist for an endless moment.


    An iridescent line appeared before him, stretching out to infinity. He stared at it for a moment, curious. The fury raged inside him. He wanted to kill the dragon and punish it for what the beast had done to Nimbus. A great well of power surged inside his stomach and something snapped.


    The line broke and shattered into a million shimmering fragments. He saw mirrors dancing in the air. He saw the reflection of his own grim, glowing countenance, of the burning inn, of his friends’ horrified faces, of the dragon’s eyes widening in terror. He saw reflections of himself as a child, as an adult, and as a future, unknown hero.


    He saw the mirrors split apart and bond together to become shards of glass, instruments of torture, instruments of death.


    The shards were alive. They writhed and twisted and hardened into blades.


    The shards shot out and struck the dragon. It roared in pain.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


    Later that night, after the fire had died down and the last of his friends had fallen asleep, Jeno embraced the silence of the night, thinking about what had happened. How had he done it? What had happened to him? The night’s unfolding was clear enough in his memory. Somehow, he’d injured the dragon and caused it to flee. He’d saved his friends. Had he desired the death of the beast? Had that thought entered his mind? Or had he merely wanted it to leave them alone… Perhaps a part of him craved to murder the dragon for what it had done to Nimbus, Ranger Ghorian, and his boyhood friends.


    The tracker remained floating on the tenuous edge between life and death. Shani had tended to his wounds as best as she could, casting spells as the magic slowly returned to her. The block on the renewal of her magic had been removed after the dragon departed. He could feel its sickening power all the time now, from Shani, from Nimbus, and even from himself. That was the worst part. It was like a curse he couldn’t shake, and it bothered him immensely.


    He looked over at Shani, now sleeping peacefully next to the tracker. Jeno marveled at her ability to recover so quickly. She was so beautiful he couldn’t help but stare at her. The gift of sleep erased all the anger and fear and embarrassment her face had possessed when awake. A silver light radiated underneath her skin, creating a healthy glow. She had returned to her former role as a healer, tending to the tracker as if he were a wounded falcon downed by a storm. But unfortunately, her potions had been destroyed or lost. She had little to work with, other than her diminished gift of magic and her ability to mark runes on his body, create charms, and chant spells. Still, she managed with what she could find here and there, boiling some herbs she’d gathered in the field and forest around the village and crafting a noxious brew.


    Freyia had been astounded at what Jeno had done to the dragon, astounded and concerned. She had seen it all. After the dragon had left, she stumbled over and looked at him like she wondered who he was, like she didn’t recognize him. She tried to open her mouth and ask a question, but she closed it and remained silent. Only her eyes continued to ask unanswered questions as she stared at him. She stayed silent all night until she went to sleep.


    It was Shani who had first said something to him, but she waited until Freyia was fast asleep. The healer’s eyes beamed love and understanding. She held his hands and kissed them. Though her accent was thick with the wood elf tongue, he understood her clearly.


    “You special.” She nodded, tears bubbling in her eyes. She brought his hands up to her heart. “Inside you special. You save us. Thank you, Jeno. You save us.”


    She’d left him alone after that and slept next to Nimbus. The tracker slumbered deeply, snoring, his breathing ragged and heavy.


    This was the beginning of a new life for Jeno, a life he wasn’t sure he wanted. He was like a man learning to accept and live with a lifelong disease. His beliefs told him he should pray; he should confess his sins and beg for mercy from Tanir. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He wanted to talk with his god. He wanted to hear his voice and ask him many questions. He wanted answers but was afraid that nothing was there. The voice was gone. Only silence and emptiness remained.


    He searched inside his backpack and found the oilskin that protected the Book of Tanir. Though it was dark now, he knew he could make the light appear. He felt like an innocent man who had sinned for the first time and knew he could sin again. It was like that. He looked down at his hand and spied the silver light coming into existence from nothing and growing into a faint light. But to make magic was an offense to Tanir. He closed his hand and stopped the flow of power. The night returned, with the only light being the moon and stars shining through the open barn door. The storm had cleared.


    Wide awake, he left the building and went outside. The air still smelled thickly of smoke and ruin and death. He didn’t want to think about how many bodies they’d find inside the wreckage of the burned inn. The thought sickened him. All those wood elves who’d found freedom from the tyranny and torture of the priests were now murdered. And the villagers… the children. Bile rose up in his throat as he thought about what the dragon had done to them. All the innocent lives it had taken from this world. It was pure evil, and it wasn’t fair. If the priests of Tanir were protected by this dark god Nirat, and if this god had ordered the dragon to conduct such a heartless slaughter, then Jeno vowed to do everything he could to fight against him. This was his new war, a righteous struggle against the gods of darkness. Surely, Tanir was on his side. But still, he wasn’t certain…


    He strolled over to where several young villagers were huddled around a burning fire. They looked up to greet him but were afraid when they saw his face. One boy whispered something, and they darted away into the night. They’d been gossiping about him and what he’d done to the dragon. Others, besides his friends, had seen it. There were witnesses to his crime and his cursed ways. Maybe Nimbus or Shani could help heal him of this curse. Or maybe he’d find healing through prayer and the reading of the Book of Tanir.


    Unraveling the oil skin, he seized the book and opened it. He turned the pages toward the firelight and found a passage that was one of his favorites.


     


    In all things, the prince desired the shaping of his character to make wise choices. Possessing wisdom, humility, and compassion was the great desire of them all. It brought the soul closer to Tanir. The prince remembered this and meditated on such thoughts and, in the end, achieved greatness. Not the greatness of actions and deeds, but the greatness of character that brought improvements to his people and to the land.


     


    And another passage that filled his heart with joy whenever he read it.


     


    The light residing in us all shines from the glory of Tanir. It fills our hearts and warms us through the darkest nights. Look on and be wary, unbelievers, for the faithful of Tanir fear nothing in their pursuit of righteousness. They carry His glory to the ends of all realms.


     


    Was it the glory and light of Tanir that filled Jeno in his fight against the dragon? He had not wavered in the face of death. He had acted out of the purest desire to protect his friends. Was that evil?


    But magic was evil. He knew it was considered a heresy and a defiler of minds and a polluter of souls. Where was the passage? He flipped through the pages until he found the dark Book of Endings.


     


    And the priests of the old gods used their spells to fight the faithful soldiers of Tanir. Magic is the vile, dark power they wield as do the wicked followers of the Goddess Garanax. She used her dark minions and corrupted angels to slay and do her bidding. Be afraid of their magic, oh righteous ones, for its insipid ruin will eat away at the foundation of your faith.


     


    Jeno sighed and put down the book. It didn’t explicitly say that magic was evil but to be afraid of those enemies of Tanir who wield magic. Perhaps Freyia’s idea had been right all along. Magic might be just a tool that anyone could wield. But then he remembered another passage further on. Yes, this was clearer.


     


    Magic is the secret sin that people desire above all other sins. Defend yourself against its dark influence and allure. There is nothing good to be had in the pursuit of its corrupted charms. Better look to the holy men of Tanir for protection against the scourge of magic. Pray to your god, and he will aid you in your time of need. Him and no other god…


     


    He closed the book and frowned, feeling even more confused and despondent than ever. If he was cursed by the corruption of magic, then he would need to find a cure. But then he remembered the tent and the purification ritual. The priest had said the correct words, and Jeno had answered appropriately and prayed with a pure heart. So, why hadn’t be been cured? Maybe the taint had afflicted him some time after that? But when? He wracked his brain trying to find a cause but came up empty.


    It was worse than he could have ever imagined. Maybe he was incurable. Maybe whatever he had inside had always been there, like a defect from his birth. Maybe it came from his mother. Was she a priestess gifted with the power of magic? Had he inherited the Art from her? Was that why his father was so keen to escape with his young boys and bring them back to the human realm? It seemed plausible.


    Footsteps sounded behind him, and he turned and found Nimbus hobbling toward him.


    “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” Jeno was amazed at his quick recovery. “And how is it that your injuries are already healed?”


    “Bless Shani and her skill as a healer. I woke and noticed you weren’t among us. It got me worried.” A kind smile spread across the wood elf’s face. “I wasn’t sure if you had survived last night in your fight against the dragon.”


    “It’s not a ghost you’re seeing by the fire. Somehow, I made it.”


    “You did it again, didn’t you?” Nimbus narrowed his eyes, inspecting the boy. “You cast a spell. I glimpsed a silver light coming off you last night. You chased off that dragon by using a powerful kind of magic. I’m certain of it.”


    “I can’t figure it out. What I did or how I did it. It seems like a curse to me.”


    The tracker scoffed. “A curse? It saved our lives. Some curse that is. Why would you think it’s a curse? Because of your religion?”


    Jeno nodded and looked at the Book of Tanir. For some reason, he resented the fact that Nimbus understood him so well. Too well, and his words struck too close to the truth.


    “Can’t you see the problem with that? Those priests treated your friends in the most despicable way I’ve ever seen. Elves have never treated human prisoners that way, at least as far as I know. Even the high elf slavers treat wood elves better than that.”


    “But they aren’t good examples of our faith. They’re different. Life out here in this strange realm and the brutal war has corrupted them.”


    “You’re saying the priests in your realm aren’t like them? They’re holy and pure and filled with goodness?”


    “Some are, but others aren’t.” Jeno thought of the priests of Helden and how they’d treated Freyia’s mother. “Many are greedy and filled with evil thoughts. But is that the flaw of the person or the religion?”


    “It often is one and the same. The religious belief provokes or prevents evil deeds. Is your religion a religion of acceptance and compassion or of bigotry and violence?”


    It certainly didn’t promote acceptance of elves or dwarves or magical creatures. But that wasn’t a problem as long as you weren’t in Sosaram. Then again, they weren’t accepting of heathens or tribes living outside of civilization. And those groups possessed totally different beliefs. Over the years, the church had burned many heretics, wizards, and witches at the stake. They weren’t really accepting and compassionate.


    “I suppose you have a point. But that’s a history of our people that I can’t change. And there are beautiful things in the Book of Tanir, things that make me cry and make me think and make me hope. Things that fill my heart with joy.”


    “There are also teachings in that book that cause human soldiers to want to go to war and kill elves, burn up dragon’s nests, and lay waste to dwarven villages. And the priests are standing right there next to them while they’re unleashing all that violence and hate. They’re granting blessings over the soldiers before each battle and again after they’ve raped and pillaged to their evil heart’s content. All those sins are forgiven after the crusade is over.”


    Jeno studied the look of pain and anger flashing across his face. “It happened to you, didn’t it? In your village?”


    “It was a long time ago.” Nimbus sighed and wiped the tiny tears from his eyelashes. “I try to forget, but the nightmares still haunt me from time to time. How would you feel if it happened to you? If the elves came to your realm and slaughtered your city and abused your people? If they launched a campaign to systematically wipe out all of humanity?


    “The thing I hate about the high elves is that they do nothing to fight back against the pestilence of your army here in Sosaram. They could easily slaughter all of them in a matter of weeks, but they don’t. They ignore the threat and pretend it is nothing but a small sore, a stone in their shoe, a little thorn causing irritation, but nothing more. The fools will find out too late the trouble they’ve let brew for so long. Mark my words.”


    “It’s not my war,” Jeno said. “I’ll never fight in their army. The journey here has caused me to realize that. I harbor no animosity against the elves. I don’t care if my father is the lead general over this campaign in Sosaram. It’s not my war.”


    The wood elf tilted his head in appreciation. “I’m surprised you feel that way. But it’s good to hear you say it. I wasn’t sure about your reasons for wanting to leave the camp. I thought it was only because you wanted to find your mother.”


    “No, I couldn’t stand it there. What they did to Shani and the others. How they treated them… It was horrific and unacceptable. No wonder the elves hate the humans. If I had spent another minute around my father and those priests, I’d probably kill them. I only held my tongue long enough for me to plot an escape. Luckily, you came back to help me. Otherwise…”


    The tracker snorted. “You did just fine against that dragon. Don’t underestimate your abilities.”


    “I don’t know what I did or how I did it.”


    “But I do.” The wood elf pursed his lips and stared at Jeno with a fierce intensity. “And I can teach you how to do it again.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


    Jeno wanted to argue with the wood elf. He wanted to scream at him for daring to make such an outlandish suggestion, but he clamped his mouth shut and listened to him. He decided he owed the tracker his attention and respect. After a long exhalation, he nodded and motioned for Nimbus to continue.


    “More surprises, boy. More surprises, indeed. But it’s a good sign. If you’re open to my instruction, then you might have the opportunity to grow, not only grow in strength and in magical ability, but also in character. And that’s the most important part. The struggle against oneself. If you learn to master yourself and improve your weaknesses and strengthen your character, everything else comes easily.”


    “But why do you think I can do magic again?” Jeno didn’t even know why he would even want to cast another spell. He still considered it an affront to his god. Even having this conversation with the wood elf made him uncomfortable. But some small curious voice inside made him ask the question.


    “Don’t let what I’m going to tell you go to your head. But I’ve been talking about this for a long time with Shani, and we agree. There’s something different about you. She calls you a diamond—incredibly unique in a rare and magical way. Ever since she first saw you, she noticed something special about you, and she hasn’t been able to figure it out. Neither have I. But what you did last night to that dragon was amazing. Even if I would have had my full reserves of magic, I would have never been able to come close to scaring off a dragon like that. I’d have been utterly destroyed. The best I could have done would have been to throw up a glamour or an illusion and flee. Even that would have had only a small chance of succeeding.”


    “But what if I don’t want to cast spells?” What he really wanted to know was, how could he resolve the conflict between his belief in Tanir and his curiosity of magic? Could he have both? Or did he have to abandon one or the other?


    “Your world has expanded. Don’t limit yourself because of insufficient and inaccurate beliefs.” The tracker unfolded his hands. “You have the very real chance of blossoming into something incredible. But you have to have an open mind. Why don’t you at least try it and see how it feels? I won’t attempt to force you, but I will say that the ability to produce magic is an extremely useful skill. With your natural talent sharpened by my knowledge, it would come in handy on our journey to Drathan. There is still the strong possibility of danger along the way.”


    Jeno nodded, understanding the tracker’s logic.


    “And look at it another way. If your religion taught nonviolence but you were faced with violent enemies, wouldn’t you want to learn the martial arts necessary to defend yourself? Just think of magic as a necessary tool. Your beliefs can remain the same.”


    “But doing so puts me at odds with my beliefs, just like someone’s nonviolence puts them at odds with learning how to fight. It’s an internal conflict.”


    “It’s your choice to make, ultimately. But the fact remains that you are magical, and you’ve done magic several times in the past, maybe more before you met me. You are doing it naturally, and you will continue doing it naturally if the need arises. It’s impossible to block it for very long.”


    Jeno ran his fingers through his hair, tired suddenly. The lack of sleep and the exhaustion from the events of the day had sapped him of his strength. “It’s late, tracker. Let’s talk about it another time. I need to sleep.”


    “Agreed. And I should rest, or Shani will have my head.” Nimbus turned back toward the barn and walked with the boy. But before they entered, the wood elf stopped and locked eyes with him. “But don’t wait too long. Decisions like this should never be put off. Doing so can cost you your sanity. Trust me. I’ve seen it.”


    After Jeno lay down and closed his eyes, he tried to put the wood elf’s words out of his mind, but of course, he failed. What did the tracker know about his life? How could he possibly understand his struggles? Nimbus was probably raised in a village where magic was as natural as rain. Master Bracken might be the closest person he knew who understood Jeno’s situation, but the old soldier wasn’t magical, other than perhaps his dreams. He had only wrestled with his beliefs. If Jeno had someone to talk to, someone who understood, someone who was human and gifted with the power of magic but was raised to believe in Tanir. There had to be people like him in the human realm. Or had the priests burned them all at the stake? Many of the wizards and the believers of the old gods had fled the cities and gone to the mountains or west to the red desert. It might be a journey Jeno would have to make one day…


    His thoughts slowly scattered into a sea of crystalline lights, like the mirrored glass of his battle with the dragon. He watched the reflections form and fade as the mirrors spun in the darkness. They showed him his past and future selves, where he had grown strong and brave… a hero. It was the strangest thing seeing himself as an adult. He’d always lived life imagining his childhood would never end. Being young was like an expansive haze of delight and wonder that went on and on in a ceaseless ebb and flow. The space between summers and winters felt infinite, and some summers were an entire universe unto themselves. And now the once impenetrable point of his adulthood had been breached, breaking the mesh that clustered over his childhood. He was no longer a child.


    The realization brought him a wave of melancholy. Tears spilled down the sides of his face. But he wasn’t sad. These were tears of joy at realizing the future he’d once longed for had finally arrived. He could enter adulthood knowing his childhood was still intact in his memory. He’d had a full, rich childhood, and his memories were brimming of his brother and the forests and their adventures. But now, it was time to become an adult.


    Thinking of his brother caused him to choke up with emotion. Jeno was worried that, by his choice to leave camp, he’d broken some sacred bond between them. Chiro chose the way of the zealot and a soldier in Father’s ranks, while Jeno had ventured out into an unknown world. It was scary and sad and exciting at the same time.


    He missed his brother and knew he would miss him even more in the future. If only Jeno had tried harder to convince him to keep searching for their mother. He should have argued with him more and made him believe it was important not to give up. He should have fought to preserve the integrity of their once indestructible bond.


    In his mind, he pictured his brother’s sleeping face, the last time he’d seen him. He drifted off deeper now, past the halfway point between consciousness and dreams, a lingering thought in his mind. He prayed he would see his brother again.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


    When Jeno woke the next day, the sun was tilting at a steep angle in the west. It must have been late afternoon. How had he slept so long? And why had Nimbus allowed them to remain here instead of heading out for Drathan? Had the danger passed?


    The inn was a burned wreck of scattered bricks, blackened beams, and ashes. As he walked past, the survivors were hunting for bones to bury. There was little chance of finding anything else. The fire had burned too hot.


    “First the war, then the blight, the pestilence and drought, and now a dragon sets fire to our village?” A heavyset half-elf woman threw her hands up and let them slap at her side. “We might have to give up out here and head for one of the cities.”


    An older elven male eyed the woman with a cautious gaze. “Where would you go? Pereth, Drathan? Or farther south?”


    “I don’t know, Stanley. I really don’t know.”


    Jeno passed the pair and found Nimbus and his friends helping the remaining villagers assemble bones in boxes for burial. It was a morbid affair, and everyone stared at the remains with sad, despondent eyes. At Jeno’s approach, Freyia looked up and held out her hand. She put her mouth next to his ear and whispered.


    “They’re afraid the dragon will come back and finish what it started,” she said. “I think we’d better go. Many are blaming us for the attack. Nimbus wanted to let you sleep as long as possible and insisted on helping them. I’m still amazed at what you did last night. You saved our lives, and you did so by not sacrificing Garain. I’m so proud of you.”


    She kissed him on the cheek, a warm blush coming to her face. “He wants to talk to you, by the way.”


    The dwarf motioned for Jeno to step aside and talk. Once they were alone beside the burned-out tree trunk where they had once hidden, Garain fixed his eyes on Jeno. “You saved my life. And before you try to say anything, hear me out. Not only did you save my life, but you saved the lives of your friends. Considering the dragon wanted me dead, that wasn’t an easy thing to do. I can’t believe you didn’t offer me up to that beast and save all your hides. I’m still not sure how the hell you beat it.”


    “I don’t know either, truthfully.”


    Garain scratched his scraggly hair, eying Jeno. “You’re not normal, boy. I should have seen the signs before. Those wolves and the bites… you didn’t die. Normally, humans are weak. You should have died within hours, either on that road or on my wagon. But you didn’t. You’re stronger somehow. And last night… what you did to that dragon was impossible. It’s not that dragons are invincible; they aren’t. But that one was massive, the biggest I’ve ever seen. And it’s old, really old, probably one of the Elder Dragons. How did you manage to injure it and scare it the hell off? I’d like to know. Though, I probably won’t like the answer, and neither will you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “The truth about who you are. People who are born with certain powers or gifts or are heroic in some way usually try to deny their heritage. They want to be ordinary like everyone else, like their friends. They want to be accepted. And who can blame them? Nobody wants to be an outcast. Unless you’re a drunk and a fool like me…”


    “You’re not drunk now.”


    “And see what happens?” The dwarf tapped his fingers against his chest. “Sobriety doesn’t appeal to me. It doesn’t fit. It’s like wearing a glove that’s too small or a shoe that’s too big. It doesn’t work.”


    “Oh, I don’t know about that. It seems to suit you just fine, better than the other outfit. You might want to consider wearing the cloak of sobriety for a while and see how you like it.”


    Garain snorted. “It’s like chewing chalk or watching a cat eat the guts out of a rabbit. Nothing tasty and nothing pretty. But anyway, all this talk has a point somewhere if I can find it wearing this ill-fitting cloak of sobriety. I wanted to say thank you for saving my life. It was the rarest of occasions when someone’s loyalty and compassion toward me nearly moved me to tears. And dwarves don’t produce many tears. We save them for maybe once every ten years or so. Big hands, bigger feet, but small tear glands.”


    The dwarf’s eyes twinkled in mirth. “It’s time to go, I believe. The villagers will skin us alive if we stay here any longer. I can see the contempt and anger building in their eyes. Look at their faces. After the shock wears off, watch out…”


    They gathered their things and Nimbus handed Jeno his lost sword, telling him he found it inside the broken barn. The boy thanked the tracker for finding Lunus, and thrilled at the feeling of strength and renewal from the magical sword. They saddled their horses and gave brief goodbyes. They nodded to the survivors and led their horses south out of the village. Jeno glanced back at the wreckage of the once picturesque place and wished they’d never sought refuge there. He was determined to avoid any signs of civilization until they reached Drathan. If a dark, malevolent presence was after Garain for what he’d done, then they needed to minimize the damage to innocent people.


    Along their ride that day, Nimbus taught them various hand signals they could use in case they encountered any foes and needed the benefit of stealth. He was determined not to have the same fiasco of the previous night’s encounter against the dragon, though Jeno doubted that hand signals alone could have done anything to defeat the massive beast. Still, if they encountered bandits or roaming squads of soldiers, learning how to communicate silently would certainly help. Jeno had learned a form of sign language from the rangers of Castle Maarn and observed that the wood elf’s hand signals were similar in many regards. There was more in common between the two races than either side were likely to admit.


    Nimbus and Shani seemed delighted to share each other’s company and often talked along the way. Jeno and Freyia were entranced when Nimbus cast spells of illusion and light, causing butterflies to materialize and flutter around Shani’s hair. The wood elf girl looked enchanted by the tracker and often cast admiring glances at him, like she saw him as a father.


    Jeno realized he no longer felt a sickening sensation when the tracker cast the spells. After what had happened with the dragon, it seemed like something had unplugged inside, and being around magic no longer made him feel revolted. In fact, the sensation made him feel strong and free, as if a wind was swirling around him, lifting him up. When Nimbus and Shani cast their playful spells, Jeno noticed a silver light swirling around his own hands. He clamped his hands shut and grimaced, not wanting it to grow. He tried to meditate on Tanir and his faith but found his thoughts scattered.


    The tracker looked over at Jeno and narrowed his eyes in contemplation. He frowned and led his horse over and rode alongside him. He took some time to formulate his thoughts and then he spoke.


    “I’ve been thinking a great deal about what happened to you in the village and about our conversation that night.” Nimbus glanced at him. “And I’ve been talking it over with Shani. We’re concerned about you.”


    “Me? Why would you—”


    The tracker cut him off. “You have this immense magical gift and an innate ability to wield and unleash its power. But you’re trying to block it. We’ve been playing with spells all day in the hopes of seducing your magical ability and teasing it out to the surface. But each time, you stop it from happening. It’s the way we wood elves teach our young pupils the Art, by example and through play. But it won’t work if you are constantly suppressing its natural flow. You have to let go of your thoughts and fears and dogma. What you are doing isn’t evil. It’s the most wonderful and beautiful thing in the world. Can’t you accept that? There is room enough in the universe for your faith and for the Art. The two are not in opposition to each other.”


    “But that’s not what my religion teaches us. We learn to hate magic and to destroy it… to suppress it at all costs.”


    “It’s unfortunate that a religion with so much beauty and poetry also contains so much hatred and anger and misunderstanding.” Nimbus fixed his eyes on Jeno’s. “I have heard that the priests of your religion altered the Book of Tanir over the years. They changed it into a dogma that suited their agenda. My advice to you? Don’t swallow the entire pill of other’s beliefs. Form your own ideas and test your beliefs using the fire of logic and real-life experience. Nature is truer and wiser than anything people can invent. Trust what you observe and do not deny the authentic expressions of nature. Here is a perfect example. Moments ago, magic began to flow freely from your hands, and you blocked it. Why hate something that is a natural force and lives freely inside you?”


    The wood elf had a point. Jeno bit back a quick retort and thought about it. It was a part of himself. There was no evil force possessing him. His mind was pure and unaffected by anything. In fact, during this journey, his mind had never been more calm and focused. He looked at his hands and remembered what had happened and how it felt. The silver light soon began circling around in slow, lazy spirals above his palms. It was the most beautiful thing, and he found himself fascinated by the sight. When he looked back at Nimbus, it naturally dissipated on its own. The experience caused a powerful surge of elation to flood his mind. He smiled at the tracker and gave a nod of understanding.


    “You see? That’s exactly it. You captured it perfectly and felt it. I can see it clearly on your face.” Nimbus looked down at his own hands. Light began to rise in a swirl of spindly silver lines. “First, the rise in power, then the pupil must focus on what my teacher called The Infinite Line. The magical light coalesces and straightens and forms into an infinite line of power streaming through the ends of the universe. Once there, your own limited magical reserves connect to a deeper power source—the power of stars and dark energy. The two merge, and your mental focus bends and contorts and shapes the fused power into something new, like how I used the Art to create butterfly illusions for Shani. The Art used my memory of butterflies to aid in focusing that fused power to create the illusions. That’s how it works.”


    It was both confusing and clear at the same time. Jeno tried to picture everything the elf had said but gave up and shook his head in frustration.


    “Don’t worry. It will make sense one day. I promise you. But for now, don’t think about it. Let nature be your own best teacher. If you listen to that soft voice inside, then you can learn many hidden things.”


    Jeno frowned, remembering a lesson from old Priest Krache in Castle Maarn. “We were taught to suppress and mistrust our natural instincts. The priests said our natures were inherently selfish and evil and couldn’t be trusted. We had to remain vigilant and purge our minds of sinful thoughts and desires. It was called acting and following the Way of Righteousness.”


    “Discipline is crucial, but so is creativity. Balance is the most import thing in life. The balance between discipline and creativity. Without discipline, there is no execution of creative thought, and without creativity, there is only a constant repetition of meaningless tasks and thoughts. That leads to insanity. The trained mind who suppresses natural instincts and creative thought soon becomes an insane mind. Don’t let that happen to you.”


    “Thank you for the advice. I will consider your words.” Jeno gave him a small smile of appreciation. “But it may take me some time to process everything. It’s all so new and strange to me.”


    “I understand. Take as much time as you need. But know this; I am here for you whenever you want to talk. Ok?”


    Jeno bobbed his head as the tracker turned his horse away and left him alone. Freyia glanced back and gave him a reassuring look as if she knew what was happening. It felt good to be surrounded by such wonderful friends. He wanted to do everything he could to help them. And perhaps by learning magic from Nimbus, he could best aid them on their long journey to Drathan. He told himself he should try.


    The next day, they woke early after camping at midnight along a stream. Nimbus seemed determined to reach Drathan as quickly as possible, and Jeno shared his desire. The forest where they rode was dying. The leaves were coated with a gooey substance the color of pus and gangrene. The bark was covered with a blood-red blight that was climbing all the way up to the branches. Many trees had surrendered the fight and lay fallen and mangled and rotting. The forest floor was sticky and stank of decay and disease. The horses avoided areas where the blight was particularly strong. Jeno wished they were back in the open fields and the forests less affected by the blight.


    By late afternoon, the blight grew so strong the way was filled with thick bramble laden with thistles and thorns. The horses’ legs and flanks were mottled with many small cuts. The poor beasts whinnied in pain whenever they were struck by the thistles. Jeno was worried about infection, as the thorns were covered in a deep red blight. They had to find another way through this forest.


    “Isn’t there a better path to Drathan?” Jeno said, riding his horse alongside the tracker’s.


    “Hopefully, in a few hours… It was a mistake coming this way, and I freely admit it. Though, the last time I trekked through here, the blight wasn’t nearly this bad. And that was only a few months ago. Things have gotten far worse, far too fast. The dark gods are making inroads toward Drathan. That’s not a good sign. I wonder if the high elves are monitoring the situation or sitting ignorantly up in the high tower of Drathan’s magnificence. The fools will find out their mistake far too late.”


    After many hours of riding, the blight grew worse, rather than clearing up, and darkness was settling over the corrupted forest. Fortunately, Nimbus, Shani, and even Karn could see clearly in the dark, so the others rode behind them to keep from tumbling into the thick brush.


    Hours after midnight, when the moon was full and steadily rising toward the zenith, they breached the boundary between the blighted forest and a vast field filled with what smelled like wheat and rye. The air was refreshing and sweet here, and they could spy bats dancing under the moonlight. A falcon flew high overhead and soon dove down after prey. The predator rose back into the air, a small creature wiggling in its talons. It was good to be away from the blight.


    After a few minutes of riding, they found a stream that fed into a small pond. Nimbus signaled for them to stop here, and they dismounted and prepared for camp. Everyone was so tired they curled up under blankets to sleep. Jeno and Freyia snuggled up next to each other. It felt so good to lie down and be off his horse that he soon drifted off into unconsciousness.


    The sounds of rustling grass woke him from a fitful sleep. Someone was out there.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


    The full moon was hanging low over the horizon. The faint light of dawn would soon be forming. Jeno glanced around and spied Nimbus and Shani searching the field. They woke Karn and Garain, and Jeno woke Freyia. She resisted at first, but then her eyes bolted open in fear. Her mouth parted to speak, but Jeno covered it and shook his head, pointing off in the direction of the sounds. Something was out there stalking toward them. And from the multitude of sounds in different directions, he knew it was many enemies.


    Jeno scanned around for their horses but couldn’t find any. Normally, they stayed close to camp after wandering out to graze and drink water. Then he saw one in the grass nearby. It must have been lying down for a bit of deep sleep. Jeno pointed at the horse and kept low as he stalked over to inspect it. They might be able to ride away from whatever danger was coming toward them. But when Jeno reached the horse, he found its breathing labored and heavy. The creature seemed struck by some sickness, and at Jeno’s approach, it raised its head and studied him with placid eyes. Was the horse afflicted by some disease from the blighted thorns? It was sad to watch the beast suffer. It snorted and lay its head back down. He wished he could ease the horse’s pain and cure it of the disease. He hoped Shani could help it later.


    But the sounds stalking toward them interrupted his thoughts and caused him to turn and face the threat. Whoever was out there was cautious in their approach but unskilled at stealth. Still, they kept coming closer. He silently unsheathed his sword, the power of Lunus raging up his arm, stronger now because of the full moon. He aimed his path at the nearest opponent, each step lighter and more confident. Freyia and Garain trailed him alongside, their long knives gleaming in the moonlight. Nimbus, Shani, and Karn flanked around on the other side, aiming for the same target. The tracker had flashed the hand signal for them to stay together while flanking their enemy from two directions.


    Jeno crouched low after spying a soldier stalking through the grass. He was human and wore the plated helmet and chainmail armor of men trained in the army. The soldier carried himself stiffly and possessed the cautious mannerisms of regular infantry. They were weak at stealth and lacked abilities the rangers had taught Jeno and Chiro. Luckily, the moon was facing the direction of their enemy’s advance. It was a poor strategy to assault their camp from this direction, and he wondered why they had chosen it.


    Thinking of Chiro made Jeno freeze. If these soldiers were part of his father’s camp and they had tracked them here, then these soldiers were part of a ruse. The weak flank sent out to flush the prey. His brother and the other rangers might be silently stalking them from the other direction. That was the danger, not these unskilled soldiers. But the problem was clear. If they turned back to face the stronger flank, then the soldiers would eventually overtake them from behind.


    Jeno decided to punch through the weaker flank’s line and deal with the stronger flank later. He caught sight of Nimbus and pointed at the soldier. The tracker cast a quick spell, and the soldier slumped to the ground, asleep. The group came back together, and Jeno used the hand signals the wood elf had taught them to point out the stronger flank coming from behind. He also flashed the signal to show his desire to keep pressing on. Nimbus nodded in understanding and they continued until they found the next soldier trying to sneak through the grass but failing in so many ways.


    They’d incapacitated six soldiers by the time Karn had to kill a man. The young soldier had managed to sneak rather successfully, and the half-elf had only heard him when it was too late. They’d grappled for a while, but Karn had strangled his opponent until he’d passed out and stopped breathing. Under the light of the fading moon, the young soldier’s face displayed a death mask filled with horror. Karn closed the soldier’s eyes and bowed his head in prayer. Shani and Nimbus joined him while the dwarf and Freyia looked on in silent contemplation.


    By now, they’d gone far enough through the weaker flank that Jeno was confident it was the end of it. Off in the distance, he could see the menacing shadows of the blighted forest. Would the soldiers have kept their horses there? Maybe they’d set up a small contingency of men, including the military leaders and General Thanadol, if Jeno’s father had come. But for some strange reason, Jeno felt his father hadn’t bothered to join the hunt. He’d make his way off to fight more important battles. But Chiro was here. Jeno could feel his brother’s presence, though he wished he knew exactly where he was. Chiro was a tough one to track.


    And after they’d pressed on toward the forest, Nimbus spied a small camp. There were around fifty horses grazing in the grass, and several figures stood facing in the direction of the expected battle. The camp was dark, save for the light of the moon and the faint light of the predawn sky. Jeno recognized one of their leaders, an old balding captain with bulky shoulders and a thick, bushy beard. He had stood next to his father back in the camp. The other two were younger and leaner than the first and shifted uncomfortably from side to side, likely exhausted from their long ride here. The soldiers’ searching eyes reflected the light of the setting moon. Nimbus cast his spells, and soon, the men collapsed into a heap.


    If this had been the captain’s plan of attack, it had been poorly executed and poorly conceived. Their horses were theirs for the taking, though Jeno was worried about archers or soldiers with crossbows. If they attempted to flee, the remaining men would give chase and have little difficulty collecting their horses and continuing the chase. Considering the distance from the soldiers, Jeno risked discovery and whispered to the wood elf tracker.


    “Flee or fight? We have their horses.”


    Nimbus narrowed his eyes and looked at the camp and horses then glanced back in the direction of their own camp. “But we’ve left most of our supplies. It will be harder to make the many days journey to Drathan without them, especially considering the condition of the land.” Because of the blight, hunting had been poor. “We also have to consider that their archers might kill or wound some of us if we take flight. If we do manage an escape, it will likely only delay the fight. They’ll keep coming after us.”


    “Then we fight.” Garain clenched his jaw in a look of sober determination.


    “There’s easily another thirty or forty men out there.” Karn shook his head. “Poor odds. And by my observation, Nimbus has fatigued himself by the spells he’s cast. How about Shani? Can her magic be useful in this fight?”


    The tracker caught Shani’s inspection and sighed. “She primarily knows spells of healing as it follows the principles of the Goddess Nalin, the goddess she worships. If attacked, she knows defensive spells, but she is prohibited to conduct unprovoked assaults on others.”


    “But they’re clearly attacking us.”


    “No, it’s different. We don’t know their intentions. She is required by her goddess to obey the precepts of her faith.”


    “And how long can you continue to use magic?” asked Garain.


    “I only possess the reserves for one or two more spells. I haven’t had enough time to replenish my reserves. It usually takes four to five days in a forest filled with bountiful energy. We’ve been riding through weak and blighted forest. It would take me weeks to restore my power fully like this, unless I visited the Elder Forest or an ancient well of power.”


    “What about Jeno?” Karn asked. “I’ve never seen the kind of magic you displayed when fighting that dragon. It would be enough—”


    “I don’t know what I did, and I don’t know how to do it again. I’m sorry. Something pushed me beyond my boundaries, and it just happened. But to ask me to try to do it again? I simply don’t want you to count on it…”


    “Then we run,” Freyia said. “We shouldn’t risk it.”


    The distant sound of movement in the grass caused the group to disperse and reform their two ranks. Now, they had no choice but to fight. Fleeing wasn’t an option with so many soldiers this close. Arrows and bolts were faster than horses, and the light was stronger now. They’d be cut down.


    Nimbus turned and pointed at the corrupted forest. Jeno nodded, and their group followed the tracker back to the line of diseased trees.


    They were better off fighting in a place with plenty of cover to give them an advantage against their foe. Jeno prayed that the things in the forest didn’t turn on them as well. He was thankful he possessed a new charm Shani had crafted for him.


    They’d need every advantage to win against those soldiers. Once they reached the trees, the ground paled, and the grass turned sickly and dark and was covered in a wet, filmy residue. Dots mottled the leaves of the bushes. The limbs of the oak trees seemed burdened with black moss and heavy, fibrous lichen. The land began smelling of rot and festering plague. Only smoke and fire would cure the forest of its illness. The wood elf tracker had repeated this sentiment many times along the way.


    Nimbus signaled for Jeno to gain a higher position in one of the trees. The wood elf took a spot high amongst the branches several trees down. Once situated, Jeno could see the line of soldiers advancing. The rising sun burst over the horizon and sent the soldiers’ long, spindly shadows wavering across the wheat field. They’d abandoned stealth and moved steadily toward the make-shift camp. After a brief inspection of their fallen leaders, the horses, and the ground, they found tracks and looked in the direction of the forest.


    They were coming for them.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


    The soldiers stayed clumped together in groups of five men. There were eight groups spread out wide and stalking toward the forest. They were casting a wide net, hoping to catch them. The men marched easily, unsheathing swords and giving eager flourishes to warm their sword arms. Closer now, Jeno descended quietly to plan their next moves. Nimbus joined them and signaled for their group to pierce deeper into the heart of the forest. The wood elf guided them around bramble bushes then stopped and studied a cluster of sickly-looking mushrooms. Nimbus frowned at the sight.


    “These are extremely toxic to the touch,” the tracker whispered. “See here? All these spores will burst into poisonous dust if broken. And look, the wind is blowing back toward the soldiers. The dust would prove deadly to them if it touched their skin or they inhaled it. It would give us an advantage…”


    As much as Jeno didn’t want to be captured or killed by those men, he also didn’t want to see their lives destroyed. And his brother was out there… He just couldn’t do it. Feeling guilty, he caught the tracker’s attention and shook his head.


    “No, I don’t want to kill them unless we absolutely have to. I have a strong feeling that my brother is here. So, no, I can’t let you do it.”


    “But it’s our lives at stake, too—”


    Nimbus raised a hand and silenced Karn. He signaled in the direction of the soldiers. A group had breached the boundary of the forest. Jeno and the others formed up and continued after Nimbus. He was leading them in the direction of where their horses had once treaded. It was familiar territory. After a short jog through the forest, the tracker bent down and studied a hoof print. He looked north toward where they had come yesterday. He picked up two acorns and stared at them. His eyes widened as an idea seemed to strike him.


    “We need a distraction… two of them to be precise.” The tracker grinned as he juggled the acorns. “One in the north and one in the east. We’ll head west and flank the farthest group and deal with each group one by one. The forest needs to be cleansed by fire. There’s no other way.”


    Nimbus kissed the two acorns and whispered words in the wood elf tongue. The acorns danced with a blazing red light then settled down to a simmer. He took one and flung it far to the north, and he threw the other to the east. There was power in each throw, and the nuts soared far above the trees and landed a long way off. Jeno expected an explosion or a fire to burst out, but there was nothing.


    “I’ve instructed the acorns to hold the magic a little while longer. It will give us some time.”


    The elf led them west into the dense part of the forest, where the brambles were deep and the thorns menacing. The blight was strongest here, and Jeno found a newfound respect for the tracker in selecting this approach. The groups trekking through this area would need to move slower to protect themselves from the thistles and poisonous mushrooms, if they even had enough sense to avoid them. The rangers might, but the others would probably trudge stupidly and expose themselves to a toxic cloud.


    After several minutes of navigating through the thick underbrush, Jeno stopped when the tracker raised his hand and formed a gesture of warning. He pointed and made the symbol of danger. They’d encountered their first group.


    Stalking lower now, they crept slowly toward their enemy, daggers and swords at the ready. Even Nimbus had his twin knives wielded, indicating to Jeno that his magical reserves were now depleted. As the tracker’s eyes scoured the forest, Jeno finally saw them. It was a group of rangers dressed in leather armor dyed in earth tones of green and brown. They were almost perfectly camouflaged and snuck with such complete silence that Jeno was amazed the wood elf had even heard them.


    This wasn’t the battle Jeno wanted to fight first. The rangers would likely hear their approach. He knew that most in their group possessed a high-level of stealth, but Karn and Garain were a different matter. If they attacked now, the rangers would probably notice them and sound a warning to the other groups. This would certainly speed their demise.


    An explosion of fire ripped out to the north, startling Jeno and the others. A huge smile spread across the tracker’s face. The first acorn had ignited. Looking back at their opponents, the rangers had crouched low in response and now searched in the direction of the sound. Abandoning stealth, they started sprinting, their backs facing Jeno and their group.


    Nimbus leapt after them, and the group followed. Before the hooded ranger in the rear had a chance to notice him, the tracker’s long arm had reached around and brought a blade slicing across the man’s throat. Long-legged Karn was next, wrapping his hand over a bearded ranger’s mouth and bringing the butt of his short sword against the back of his neck. Both opponents collapsed into a heap. But by then, one ranger glanced back and noticed their assault. He clicked his tongue, and the other two rangers stopped and spun around, wielding their weapons in a flash.


    The pause had allowed Garain and Freyia to catch up to Jeno and Shani, and soon, the group fanned out to face the three foes. Jeno’s heart was hammering hard in his chest. Odds like this seemed to bring a new energy to their group. But Jeno knew it wasn’t wise to underestimate their foes. A single ranger could take out many opponents at range and several at close quarters. And at spotting one ranger slinking back and nocking an arrow, Jeno tensed in an instant.


    “Watch it!” he hissed, but his warning was too late. An arrow slammed into Karn’s breastbone, staggering the elf. He sank to his knees, hands to his chest.


    Four things happened at once. Nimbus charged toward a bald-headed ranger in a burst of speed, his daggers flying. Shani bent down to inspect Karn’s wounds, and a second arrow grazed the top of her head, drawing blood. Freyia launched a dagger at a retreating ranger with a scarred face, who was scrambling to nock an arrow. The blade plunged into the man’s abdomen, causing the soldier to clamp over. Garain lobbed his own dagger at the same ranger, but seconds too late, it missed the downed man and bounced ineffectively off a tree trunk. But Jeno only stood there in a daze, too stunned, and watched it all happen.


    He cursed his stupidity and sped forward, chasing after the tracker, who now parried the downward thrust of the ranger’s long sword. But to Jeno’s surprise, the scarred ranger on the ground sliced a blade across Nimbus’ ankles, severing the tendons. The wood elf screamed and sank to his knees while the other ranger above him plunged his sword point down through his clavicle and into the elf’s heart.


    The shock of seeing the deathblow stopped Jeno cold. What the hell just happened? Jeno looked down at his hands. A silver light was pouring out. He saw a black, menacing line stretching out into infinity. The Infinite Line.


    Time slowed all around him. The people were moving like slugs sliding in a summer rain. Nimbus’ mouth was open in a dying scream. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The wood elf was supposed to live. It was like some fabric in the weave of time had been torn. The rending sound was horrific and caused Jeno to cover his ears and scream.


    But no one was listening. No one was here with him in this slice of time. They were all out there ticking along at a slug’s pace. There was the dwarf charging the ranger who’d killed Nimbus. His sword was raised and ready, face angry, eyes filled with violence.


    Freyia was behind him. She stood mid-throw, a dagger ready to toss at the ranger in the rear. Her target was preparing to nock another set of arrows. But he was looking at his bow and didn’t realize Freyia’s dagger was about to plunge into his leg.


    The scarred ranger who had cut Nimbus’ ankles was staring up at him in a look of ecstatic satisfaction.


    Then the wave hit Jeno hard. A wave of silver light that made him feel dizzy. Time rushed on as normal. He recovered and knew suddenly what he had to do. He dove forward and stabbed his blade into the scarred ranger’s back. Bloody and dying, the man tried to twist around and face the new threat. Jeno’s second strike sunk Lunus deep into the man’s eye socket, causing the eyeball to flop aside. The ranger’s body fell still as Jeno saw the tension of life leave him.


    Freyia’s scream forced Jeno to look up in a fright. The Infinite Line formed in an instant. Time slowed again.


    He lifted his hands and saw strands of silver light pouring out from his palms. The movement of the threads of light was both alien and mesmerizing. He looked up and spied the ranger with the bow. Freyia’s dagger had sunk into his leg. His face was twisted in an expression of determination and pain. He had just launched an arrow, and it was mid-flight and ticking toward her.


    Jeno turned, and a jolt of fear struck him. An arrow from the ranger’s last shot had already sunk deep into her shoulder, and another one was coming toward her.


    He had to act and realized the answer was simple. Two steps over, and he stretched out his hand and grabbed the slow-moving arrow and snapped it in half, sending the remnants flying uselessly in another direction.


    The silver wave of light hit him again. Time flowed normally again, but now he knew what to do.


    In a determined fury, he chased after the ranger who’d just shot Freyia. He had to kill him. But the battle was a bloody mess. He grit his teeth and rolled aside as Garain and his opponent grappled and exchanged blows. The dwarf had somehow managed to disarm the ranger but lost his sword in the process. His big fists pummeled the ranger’s temples and ears until the man went senseless.


    Shani ran past him and headed toward the remaining ranger, her long arms spread wide as whispered words poured from her mouth. Jeno wanted to stop her. He screamed at her to get down, to protect herself from the ranger’s arrows, but still she continued.


    And then he saw it. A shimmering silver light surrounding her thin frame. The ranger shot two arrows at her, and Jeno waited for the blood to flow. But a quiet voice inside told him not to worry. Shani would be fine. The arrows had melted into dust. By the time the healer reached the man, the fear was raging in his eyes. He turned to flee, but it was too late. She brought a dagger down and sunk it deep into his neck and stabbed him over and over again until the blood burst out and sprayed her determined face. Standing tall over the ranger, she looked like a magnificent warrior of light.


    “Nimbus!” Shani screamed and kept stabbing the fallen ranger until Jeno held her arm and told her it was enough. He whispered quiet, consoling words and led her away. The tears came then, but she wiped her eyes and went over to inspect the tracker. But he was already dead and she could do nothing to save him. More tears came and she sobbed now, burying her face in Jeno’s shoulder.


    In a sudden recollection of their situation, she wiped her tears and went over to help Freyia. Examining the wound, she punched the arrow through the girl’s shoulder, ignoring her screams, and cast spells to seal the wound. Shani then moved to inspect the arrow in Karn’s chest. Blood oozed around the arrow lodged halfway into his sternum. The healer yanked out the arrow and cast another spell to close the shallow wound. Unlike Nimbus and Freyia, Karn had been lucky.


    Jeno realized then that he’d used magic to save Freyia’s life. The second arrow had been heading for her heart. He was certain that no healing spell cast by Shani could have saved her. But he’d been too late for Nimbus, and he hated himself because of it. Why hadn’t he sought out the tracker and asked him to teach him more about spell casting? Maybe then Nimbus might still be alive…


    Tears filled his eyes then, but another explosion rang out in the east and stopped him cold. The sound was followed by the distant screams of men.
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    CHAPTER FORTY


    The blighted forest was on fire. Black smoke poured out in billowing waves and blew toward Jeno and their group. Shani knelt down next to Nimbus and whispered a prayer for the dead tracker. They wouldn’t be able to carry him. His body and bones would be purified by the fire and returned to the forest. Jeno pictured new saplings sprouting up one day, nurtured by the remains of the wood elf. This was the life he loved. A life of freedom from the cities and a life of being at one with nature. He prayed to Tanir that his soul would find peace.


    “Thank you, Nimbus,” Jeno whispered. “I wish I had more time with you. I wish I’d listened—”


    The loud noises of men trampling through the thick bramble interrupted Jeno’s prayer. A tension rippled across their group as they scooped up weapons and readied themselves for another battle. It was far from over. There were still over thirty soldiers out there trying to kill them. The elves and the dwarf were the most at danger from the soldiers’ fury, though in a chaotic fight, Jeno doubted those men would show much restraint.


    Jeno decided to lead them. Freyia winced in pain at every step she took. He locked eyes with her to see if she was ok, but she shook her head and signaled for them to continue. She shrugged off the pain and crept alongside him. He motioned for them to sweep around behind the soldiers fleeing from the fire. The sound of their boots tromping through the forest indicated they weren’t rangers. He prayed those men would prove easier opponents. And by the time they’d snuck up behind their enemies, he could see it was true. The group was scattered and running scared toward the field in a desperate attempt to flee the forest fire.


    Karn killed two before Jeno could catch up to him. Necks sliced, the young soldiers’ faces held expressions of surprise and fear. They didn’t expect to die so young. But then again, Jeno supposed men never did. He gestured for Karn to hold back, and the group flanked out and overwhelmed the remaining three soldiers. One tried to make a stand after his two allies fell from strikes by Garain and Shani. Despite blocking a blow from Karn, his exposed left side was vulnerable to Jeno’s sword. It all happened so fast. His shoulders heaved from the exertion.


    “It’s still not over,” Jeno said, catching his breath. “We’ve only downed ten men. There are six more groups out there.”


    “Hopefully, a few were caught by the second explosion.” Karn glanced back in the direction of the fires. Jeno was worried whether his brother was injured or killed and prayed to Tanir he was unharmed.


    “We should get horses and our supplies,” Garain said, winded. “Enough is enough. We don’t have the strength to battle them all. And I’m not used to all this fighting.”


    Karn nodded in agreement. “I’m in no condition, either. I don’t mind a few street battles, but this? Not a chance. The dwarf is right. We need a plan of exit.”


    Jeno knew it was true. They had to get out of here. The smoke had begun billowing over them, and he covered his mouth and suppressed a cough. This was a new, more urgent issue: the fire and smoke heading toward them. This time, they ran, darting around bramble and heading for the field now visible through the dense forest. In a few more minutes, they’d be free.


    Another worry struck Jeno’s mind. The field was dry enough to catch fire, and the wind was blowing strong. If they weren’t fast enough in catching the horses, the creatures might get spooked and take off. They didn’t have much time.


    More screams sounded ahead, and their group crouched in response. Something other than the fire was affecting the soldiers. He knew at once it was the poisonous spores. And after a few minutes’ march, he could see he was right. Ahead, a yellow cloud of dust hung over the ground. Three soldiers lay dead, their faces and arms covered in boils and red welts the size of silver coins. The other two were coughing as they scrambled toward the field.


    Jeno led their group upwind and away from the flying spores and poisonous particles. By the time they reached the forest’s edge, the other two soldiers were writhing on the ground, screaming. Jeno looked back at the billowing fire and smoke and realized that more toxic clouds were heading toward them. They’d avoided many clusters of mushrooms along their trek through the forest. The fire would cause them to explode and fly in their direction.


    They sprinted toward the horses. Far to the left, he could see soldiers exiting the line of trees and heading toward them. Some were screaming and collapsing on the ground, either on fire or afflicted by the poisonous clouds. Jeno and his friends had the advantage and were closing the distance to the horses. He slowed before they got too close, not wanting to frighten them.


    “Pick the ones without cuts.” He inspected a huge black stallion. The creature’s warm, amber eyes studied Jeno with a look of contempt. Fortunately for them, the soldiers had kept their saddles on, likely in preparation for a chase. He mounted the stallion and galloped off toward their gear. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see a group of rangers readying their bows. Soon, arrows whizzed past. After glancing at his friends, Jeno sighed in relief. None had made their mark. Past the enemy archers’ range, their group soon reached their camp and dismounted to collect their gear.


    Riding once again, Jeno looked back and felt a knot form in his stomach. Many of the soldiers were now on horseback heading toward them. Without Nimbus, this wasn’t a chase Jeno was certain they could win. But even if they’d had the tracker’s guidance, it would still be difficult to outrun ten determined soldiers on horse. The only advantage Jeno and his friends possessed was fatigue. While their group had had a decent amount of sleep, their enemies had ridden after them all night. Now that the hope of a quick battle was gone, their opponents had to be fading.


    After they’d ridden around thirty minutes, Jeno glanced back. Only four riders remained. Either their horses had collapsed under the blood sickness and fatigue, or the men had given up. Without leaders to chastise the regular soldiers, Jeno knew that most men lacked the willpower to stay true to the long battle. Still, Jeno wasn’t about to stop riding and risk having the others catch up. He’d make a stand against the remaining riders when he was sure the odds favored them. And stand and fight they had to, for he knew their horses wouldn’t last forever at this furious pace. The goal was making it to Drathan and not doing it on foot. They had to keep their horses alive.


    A surge of hope renewed his strength. They could do this. They simply had to outpace their opponents. But he looked back and studied the riders. His heart sank at what he saw. They looked like rangers. He knew the fight would be far worse. Considering the last group of rangers had killed Nimbus, their strongest fighter, Jeno was wary of engaging the four enemies. He glanced back again and felt a surge of fear. The rangers were gaining on them. He had to do something. His mind scrambled to put together a plan. They needed an approach that gave them an edge. The words of Ranger Ghorian came back to him. Gain height and seek the cover of rocks and trees. Use hills and bluffs to your advantage.


    As Jeno scanned the horizon, he spotted a knobby hill with a rocky outcropping. If they could only make it there before the rangers overtook them… He urged his horse faster, and the others sped along with him. As they reached the incline heading up to the rocks, Garain’s horse galloped faster, leading the pack.


    Jeno glanced back again and recognized the lead rider. It was Chiro. He let out a sigh of relief, thanking Tanir for protecting him. His brother rode at a furious pace and shouted at the other rangers, pressing them to ride faster. Before Jeno and his friends reached the rocks, Chiro was upon them. But instead of loosing arrows and attacking them at range, he signaled for the rangers to circle around and dismount.


    “Hold it, brother!” shouted Chiro, raising his hands. “A moment of peace and rest, please. Enough of the chase already.”


    A hesitant smile came to Jeno’s face as he saw the humor and easiness settle over his brother’s demeanor. Jeno dismounted and indicated for the others to follow his lead. Only Garain and Karn remained farther away, sticking closer to the rocks. Their expressions were wary as they watched the rangers put down their weapons and stretch.


    “You’ve managed to kill a great deal of Father’s men.” Chiro was still winded from the ride. “How in the hell did you accomplish that? And were you in that village assaulted by a dragon? But the elves there reported a group of six who survived the attack. And a boy who scared off the dragon. An old half-elf woman said the boy looked like me. What in the name of Tanir is going on, Jeno? You’ve got me confused…”


    “We were there—”


    “But where is the sixth person in your group?”


    “Nimbus is dead. One of your rangers killed him in the forest.”


    “You survived Kualis and his men? Bullshit.” A ranger shook his head in disbelief. He was a tall, middle-aged man with a scar running across his forehead. Jeno guessed he was their leader. “Maybe the fire or the smoke or the poisonous spores got them, but there’s no way you puny lot beat Kualis.”


    “Nimbus killed a ranger before two of them teamed up and took him down. He was our tracker, and we owe him our lives. He was a respected wood elf from Pereth. He’s the one who snuck into Father’s camp and cast spells of sleep over the guards. Your men wouldn’t have had a chance if his store of magic hadn’t been depleted.”


    Chiro tsked in irritation. “What about the other rangers in their group?”


    “We killed them.”


    A murmur of anger and disbelief ran through the rangers. They whispered amongst each other and cast wary eyes at Jeno and his friends. But Jeno ignored them and continued.


    “And we did fight that dragon—”


    “How does someone fight a dragon?” Chiro asked, his voice filled with disbelief. “It was huge by the description of the villagers.”


    “It was the same black dragon that killed our friends when we were younger. Do you remember? It mesmerized and slaughtered Ranger Ghorian.”


    A look of terrible remembrance came to Chiro, and his once breezy expression turned dark and somber. “How could I ever forget? But wait, how could you know it was the same one?”


    “Just listen. Do you remember—” Jeno stopped himself and glanced at the curious eyes of the rangers and motioned Chiro closer. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Can we talk in private? They shouldn’t hear this.”


    Chiro shrugged and signaled for the rangers to take a break. Their leader seemed displeased at being dismissed, but he held his tongue and padded away with the other two rangers. They picked up their bows and glanced back with sullen eyes.


    “Will they behave?” Jeno asked.


    “I think so. Father told them to obey my command. But it doesn’t mean I’m not careful…”


    Jeno nodded and led his brother up around the hill and to the other side of the rocks. They sat and enjoyed the expansive view of the lush fields and farther forests. He gave off a long sigh and continued.


    “Do you remember how the dragon talked to us in our minds?”


    “Yeah, I do.”


    “Well, I don’t believe the other boys heard anything. It only spoke to us.”


    “What are you saying?”


    “The same thing happened to me again in that village. I heard the dragon as clearly as I can hear you now. And it knew me and knew our names. It even asked where you were. And remember how the dragon spared us? At first, we thought it wanted us to spread stories of the assault—it wanted witnesses, but I don’t think that’s the case.”


    “What then?” Chiro’s forehead crinkled up in concern.


    “The dragon told me it couldn’t kill us. It said we were protected. It said it only came to kill the dwarf because of what he had done to the priest.”


    “You mean Priest Deseros? Why would a dragon seek retribution against a dwarf for the maiming of a priest?”


    Jeno raised his eyebrows and gave his brother a long, significant look. “That’s what I wondered, and I asked it the same thing. The dragon told me that the god of the priests was the same dark god it was allied with. It repeated a story that I heard in Pereth from the old human soldier and from another, our tracker, Nimbus. All their stories said Tanir is the same god as the dark god Nirat, the god of darkness and death. They claimed—”


    “Just stop it, Jeno,” hissed Chiro, his eyes tensed with fury. “I don’t want to hear lies and sacrilege repeated from your lips. I’ve had enough.”


    “I’m not lying to you, brother. I swear on the sacred name of Tanir. I’m telling you the truth, at least the truth of what I heard. Listen, I still don’t understand it all. I’ve been trying to figure it out. Despite what you may believe, I’ve been fighting what I’ve heard and seen here in Sosaram. But when three different sources tell me the same thing, I pay attention. And how could the dragon know about what had happened to Deseros? How? Does the army keep dragons for pets? Do we have wizards in our ranks who communicate telepathically with dragons? If you have answers, then please tell me. Otherwise, I don’t know what to believe.”


    Chiro went silent for a long while, tossing small rocks over the edge and staring at the horizon. A great internal struggle was raging in his eyes.


    “So where are you going, Jeno? If you abandon your own people, what will you do?”


    Jeno fixed his gaze on his brother and hoped and prayed he would listen. “The only thing that matters to me and the only thing that should matter to you is finding our mother. You were the one to say that first. I should have listened to you. We should have gone together when you left Castle Maarn and went searching for her. If only I’d—”


    “No, brother, you were the sane one. I should have listened to you. Our mother doesn’t want to be found. Accept the truth.”


    “I can’t accept that.” Jeno shook his head and stared at his brother. “Don’t give up on me, Chiro. We need to do this together.”


    “Do you remember that night before I left? We argued and fought, and you refused to allow me to go. I’m returning the favor and doing the same thing for you right now. I won’t let you leave. I won’t let you throw your life away in some futile search in a strange elven city. Pereth was bad enough. I can’t imagine what you’d find in Drathan.”


    “But you never made it there, so how can you know? Didn’t the dream you saw show you she was in Drathan? It’s different there. Everyone I’ve encountered has told me so. Whether wood elf or human or dwarf or high elf… they’ve all said the same thing. It’s better in Drathan, more tolerant and accepting of others. I’ve heard there are many former human soldiers there—”


    “Deserters and traitors to their own kind,” spat Chiro, the anger rising now. “You would join them against us? Would you become enemies of Father and me? Would you become a heretic and abandon your own faith?”


    “No, I would never want that. I still have my faith. I still believe in Tanir, though I do doubt the priests. You know many are corrupt. Deseros certainly was. He tortured and abused the wood elf women and sold favors to the soldiers. That’s not right, and you know it.”


    “Of course, not all the priests are pure. But our example is set forth in the Book of Tanir. Our god himself is our example, not fallible priests.”


    A wry grin came to Jeno’s face. “You always hated zealots and true believers. What happened to your argument of advocating for tolerance and balance? Why did you change?”


    “I grew up.” Chiro’s face hardened. “I became a man and accepted the obligations of my people and the followers of our faith. We’re in a war against evil and the cunning of the elven races. Wizards and witches scheme and plot our destruction.”


    Jeno scoffed. “Give me a break. One wood elf tracker could have killed everyone inside Father’s camp. I saw him cast the spells that caused you and Father to sleep. He could have slit your throats so easily. The fact remains that a few magicians could easily obliterate our entire army in a matter of nights. Ask yourself this. What’s preventing that from happening? What or whom is protecting our army?


    “Trust logic, Chiro. If the dwarf maimed Deseros and a dark god sent a dragon to kill him, what else is there to aid our army and our priests? What other dark powers and creatures and magicians are at the beck and call of the god who is watching over the human army? This god is the schemer plotting and hoping that we win. The aim is the complete takeover of Sosaram and the destruction of the high elves and their cities.”


    “Yes, that is our aim. And it will happen. If our great and powerful Tanir sends mystical forces to aid us, then so be it. I won’t judge the origin or the nature of this assistance, and neither should you.” Chiro clapped his hands together and stood. “It’s time, brother. Father sent me to fetch you and return home. The rangers should have slain the elves and the dwarf and captured Freyia by now. You’ve no one left to lean on. The chase is over, and it’s time to go home.”


    “But—” Jeno glanced over toward where he’d left his friends. His heart began beating in double time. Could his brother’s words be true?


    Chiro turned and clambered back around the rocks. Jeno’s mind raced with thoughts of how he would handle things if his friends were dead. Would he fight the rangers? Would he try to run? But he knew it wouldn’t do any good. They’d just catch him and return him to his father in chains.


    After they neared the place where the others had remained, Chiro stopped and stared down in horror. Jeno climbed up next to his brother and spied the three rangers dead and sprawled in pools of blood. Karn, Garain, Freyia, and Shani all looked up and fixed their grim eyes on Chiro.


    They’d killed them all. Jeno guessed it was Shani who’d led the charge with her magical shield to block arrows and blows. Chiro glanced around like a trapped deer searching for a way of escape.


    But there was nowhere to go.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


    “As much as I despise magic, that’s real power.” Garain let out a low whistle. “Your three seasoned rangers couldn’t do anything against Shani’s spells. We all figured they’d try to attack us. We kept her between them and us and had Karn warn Shani. She kept what magicians call a vigilant awareness. When the rangers’ emotions turned violent, she prayed to her goddess for protection and was permitted to cast defensive spells and block their arrows. By the time we reached them, well, you see for yourself the result.”


    Karn raised his shirt and displayed the sword cuts. Silvery lines of magic were weaving around and healing him already.


    “It helps that Shani is also a healer.” Garain grinned. “Makes us puny dwarves and lanky elves extremely bold.”


    “Speak for yourself, shorty,” Karn said, snorting. “I’m bold all the time.”


    Chiro’s eyes were wide in terror. His arms trembled in fear as he glanced between them.


    “Relax, brother. We’re not going to hurt you.” Jeno pursed his lips. “Now you know how we were able to defeat a dragon. Shani—”


    “Don’t listen to him,” Freyia said. “Your brother is too modest. I saw what Jeno did to that dragon, and it drives me insane just picturing it. Chiro, listen to me. There’s something different about you both. Jeno somehow cast an extremely powerful kind of magic and blasted away the dragon’s defenses. He literally scared it off—”


    “Which is a damn near impossible thing to do,” Karn said. “I’ve never seen a wizard do something like that. And I’ve witnessed a few battles with dragons.”


    “Aye, the same for me.” Garain looked at Chiro with a hard stare. “Your brother’s a freakin’ powerful wizard, but he doesn’t know shit about magic. I’ll tell you this much; he needs to learn how to do it again. It’s somehow built into the core of his nature. And if he has it, then you do also. Probably from your mother—”


    “Don’t talk about her!” Chiro balled up his fists, his face going beet red. “I don’t want to hear it, especially from someone like you.”


    “Well, I think humans are butt ugly, but I don’t make a point of being an ass about it. The gods formed all creatures to be unique and different in their own way. I happen to believe that dwarves are the prettiest, no offense to you, Freyia. But that’s just me.”


    “We’re going to Drathan, brother, with or without you. But know this; you’re welcome to join us. No matter what you’ve done or said, it won’t matter. I’m your twin for god’s sake. We belong together. Let’s find our mother, together. What do you say?”


    Chiro clenched his jaw as he stretched out his hands. He kept looking at the sword at his side as if itching for a fight. Jeno knew what he was thinking.


    “Don’t think of drawing that blade of yours, boy.” Garain narrowed his eyes at Chiro. “I don’t want Jeno needing to ask Shani to use her magic to heal you. There’s no use spilling your blood today.”


    Finally, Chiro gave in and splayed out his hands in a gesture of defeat. But the hardness returned in his expression. “I won’t join you. There’s no place for me with your kind. There’s no place for me in Drathan, either. Do what you must, brother, but know this. From now on, you’re my enemy. You’ll be Father’s enemy, too. You’re joining the ranks of the heretics and will be hunted down by the Church. There’s no going back for you, not anymore. The next time you see me, you better bring an army because it will be on a battlefield filled with the holy warriors of Tanir. The fight will never end until we conquer this realm and purge it from the evil of this place. Mark my words.”


    Garain looked like he wanted to issue a cutting retort, but the dwarf glanced at Jeno and kept his mouth shut.


    “Goodbye, brother. I pray you’ll find safety and speed on your journey back to Father. I wish neither of you ill-will. I pray you both find peace. My desire is only to find our mother. And when I do, I will seek to reunite with you. I could care less about the war. It’s a foolish, futile thing. Family is the most important thing in the world.”


    Chiro huffed and walked over to the fallen men. He bent down and closed his eyes in prayer. Then he collected their swords and wrapped them in a blanket. He also took time to remove any rings and necklaces they wore, as was the custom, so the army could return the artifacts to their families. After mounting his horse, he took a long hard look at his brother and left.


    Jeno watched Chiro ride off across the field until he disappeared over a distant hill. The tension in his shoulders melted away, and he released a long-held exhalation. He couldn’t believe it was finally over. They’d won, but the war hadn’t been easy, and the spoils of victory were bitter to the taste. Jeno knew that, if Nimbus was still alive and if his brother was at his side, it would all feel completely different.


    But it wasn’t. They were both gone.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


    When he spied the gleaming, golden walls of Drathan, Jeno felt a warm wind fill him with hope and vigor. They’d finally made it, despite Karn and Garain’s imperfect guidance to the city. After all the heartache and the troubles they’d had in Sosaram, they’d finally made it. In the four-day trip across field and forest and river, they’d managed to avoid much of the blight and any villages they’d spotted along the way. Only once did they seek a traveling trader and his rickety wagon, exchanging silver for much-needed supplies.


    As they drew close to Drathan, Jeno observed that the air had changed. It was more humid, and the temperature had risen considerably. The days and nights had been warmer here, and now, they’d spotted sea gulls circling high in the air. Karn told them that Drathan was the largest sea port in the known world. Many sails from distant kingdoms and cities were docked in its massive ports. He also let Jeno in on a lesser known secret. There were ancient tribes of humans who lived on islands far across the sea. A few of them lived in Drathan, having arrived by ship. Jeno found himself fascinated by his stories and vowed to seek out one of the members of those human tribes.


    “See the cascading walls?” Karn pointed at the city. “Twelve levels rising up to a height of over two thousand feet. And the view from the other side is magnificent. You can see all the way to the Falkrin Islands some eighty miles out in the Sarenathian Sea. They shimmer like diamonds when the sun rises over the ocean. It’s worth getting up early to witness the sight. Many newcomers participate in the daily ritual, assuming the sky is clear and the day doesn’t fall on a holy day. Though many religions are tolerated in Drathan, the high elves still expect citizens and visitors to respect the gods they worship.”


    Jeno wished he could share this experience with his brother. He’d thought long and hard about his last conversation with Chiro and wished he would have forced him to come. He felt empty inside whenever he thought of him. It was like someone had reached inside and carved out a piece of his heart. Life wouldn’t be the same without his brother. He prayed that, over time, wisdom would come to Chiro and cause him to see the truth.


    Though Jeno had had days to mourn the death of Nimbus, he still couldn’t get over the fact that the tracker was gone. He was supposed to lead them here to Drathan and show them the city. Jeno had thought about how the wood elf had told him he needed to learn magic or risk his sanity. He knew deep down inside the tracker was right and he vowed to do something about it. After his experience using magic to save Freyia’s life, his entire outlook had changed. He had seen the Infinite Line several times while riding and once after waking in the dead of night. Now, he was open to learning, out of respect to the wood elf and out of respect to himself.


    Nimbus was a great mentor, and he wished he was still alive. But he was gone, forever, and Jeno had only his memory to nurture and keep him. He vowed to find a shrine or a temple devoted to the wood elf gods and say a prayer for him. He owed Nimbus that honor and respect.


    “Look, dragons!” shouted Shani, and she squealed in delight. The healer had continued learning the common tongue over the last few days, aided by the translation book Master Bracken had given her. Karn also knew the wood elf tongue and often helped her in her studies.


    “Not dragons. Those are different. They’re called wyverns.” Karn grinned at the healer and repeated the words in her language. He’d made a point of saying sentences and phrases in the common tongue and then repeating the same thing in the wood elf tongue. “And those particular ones are sea-wyverns. Did you notice the barb at the end of their tail? They use that to catch fish. They’re intelligent, delightful creatures, and many know how to speak the language of the people around them. The sea-wyverns of Drathan are quite confused and often speak different languages from the sailors of distant ports.”


    After the half-elf finished speaking in her language, Shani said, “They’re beautiful!” She clapped her hands in delight as a pair flew in a spiraling dance across the sky. The afternoon light sparkled off their colorful scales.


    “Are they mating?” Freyia asked, staring in rapt attention.


    “Nay, they’re only younglings.” Garain shielded his eyes from the sunlight reflecting off the golden walls. “The older ones are thrice their size. That pair is likely a brother and sister practicing the mating dance. It’s part of the games they play.”


    Karn rubbed his stomach and frowned. “I promise to give the most entertaining tour of the city… tomorrow. But first, drinks, dinner, and dessert. In any order that suits our stomachs. I know an incredible place on the other side of the city. It faces the sea and serves up the most amazing seafood and many other scrumptious local dishes. I believe the owner owes me a favor, if he’s still owns the place, that is. It’s worth trying, especially considering I’m low on coin. I lost pretty much all I had after the attack on the ship and encountering those damned soldiers.”


    “My uncle will help us if needed.” Garain cleared his throat. “But by all means, lead us to this establishment. It sounds so delicious my mouth is already watering.”


    “Me too.” Shani scrunched up her face and made an adorable expression as she laughed her delightful laugh.


    They all joined in her mirth and followed Karn as he rode through the massive city gates and into the city. Garain was right. Compared to Drathan, the walls of Pereth were puny. The smaller city lacked the grandeur and opulence of this place. It also lacked the easy, light feeling in the air. Instead of dealing with menacing guards at the gates, the gold-clad soldiers talked freely amongst each other and were indifferent and polite to the citizens and visitors coming in and out of the city.


    But it wasn’t as if the city was defenseless. Jeno had spied rows of archers high above the walls and soldiers manning ballistas and other armaments. He also spotted many robed wizards casting spells of illusion and light. The city radiated with power and strength, and he doubted any enemy would be foolish enough to attempt an assault. And whatever roguish characters who did enter Drathan seeking trouble were likely dealt with swiftly by the generous quantity of soldiers patrolling the streets.


    “Think of Drathan as a city designed with the caste system in mind.” Karn leaned back in his saddle and pointed at the shining, uppermost level. “You’d need to be practically a god to get up there. Only the holiest of spiritual leaders, the greatest thinkers and teachers, the most venerated artists, and other esteemed individuals are allowed into Drathan Divine, as it is affectionately called by the common people. Ironically, the governmental leaders and legislative body are not granted access. They’re confined to the lower-levels.”


    “Why is that?” Jeno asked, surprised at the notion. In their cities, it was exactly the opposite.


    “Drathan has what’s called a representational government. They serve the people and are considered subservient. Though they lead and rule and have power, they also are constantly reminded that the people are the ones truly in control. The leaders are chosen by the people and change often via elections, though the system remains firmly in place.


    There are four branches of government: legislative, philosophical, judicial, and operational. Elections of various posts and branches are held at different times to ensure the continuity of government. There are numerous checks and balances on the rule of power to prevent authoritarian regimes and abuses. The laws protect different races, sexes, philosophies, and religions. They’re in place to assure that no one group can discriminate against another, and no one group can wield power over another.


    “They have philosopher observers in the philosophical branch to ensure the process runs smoothly. The operational branch of government gives them a place to live and pays them a nominal salary, so they don’t starve as philosophers often do. Part of the job of the judicial system is to watch everyone, including those philosopher observers, to ensure they are not being bribed or living above their means. The legislative branch of government creates the laws, though the philosophers need to weigh in on their moral worth, and the judicial branch needs to sign off on the legality. Last, the operational branch reviews the new laws and decides if they are practical enough to execute.”


    “It sounds complicated.” Jeno wondered how the whole thing worked. “How does anything get done if so many people need to weigh in on decisions?”


    Karn laughed and nodded his head. “That’s exactly it. Things move extremely slowly in Drathan. High elves live enormously long lifetimes. The city doesn’t really change. The entire web of government is set up to ensure that things stay the same. Good luck modifying a law if you sit in the legislative branch. It is considered a massive win if you pass even one new law in your short span as an elected official. This is a prime example of how the humans are able to ravage the countryside, and the high elves do little but sit around and talk about it. The dark gods are exploiting that weakness to their advantage. It will catch up to the high elves someday, perhaps soon.”


    “And the military?” Freyia asked, frowning. “Who controls the soldiers and the city guard? What’s to prevent them from taking over?”


    “There are three separate branches of the military. The spies and assassins are controlled by the judicial branch through a traditional chain of command. Their mission is to investigate and gather information and help ensure impartiality in executing judgments and issuing verdicts. They also help prosecute crime. The city guard is controlled by the philosophers and are sworn to fairness and patience in dealing with issues. The regular army reports to the operational branch of government, and their primary task is the defense of the city from outside invaders. They leave the running of the city to the guard.”


    “Interesting.” Freyia studied a cluster of city guards strolling through the city. They smiled at a peddler selling freshly baked bread and chatted with him briefly. The demeanor of the guards was entirely jovial, though Jeno caught the cool, calm observation in their eyes. They were looking at everything.


    “We’d better get going.” Karn urged his horse faster down the expansive street. A few minutes later, he pointed out the towering statues of a man and a woman. They looked human. The male figure held a tri-tipped staff in one hand and the sun in the other. The female’s palms were open in supplication. Her gaze stared at the sky. “Sunvel and Sanjel, the eternal gods of love and war. They’re the most powerful gods in the elven pantheon. Many of the holy days revolve around them. You’d be wise to spend time asking the priests about the high elf gods and their faiths. The high elves expect at least a working knowledge of their religions.”


    “Why do they look human?” asked Freyia.


    “Aye, that’s what they truly look like. I’ve seen them. Not elf, but human. Though they are tremendously larger than humans, mind you, these statues are life-sized. Not something you could ever ignore.”


    Jeno coughed in disbelief, wondering how it could be true. The old gods were that big, and you could actually see them? He thought back to his religion and wondered why Tanir never showed himself. But the Book of Tanir and the priests always insisted he was a spirit, unlike the myths of the old gods.


    He kept his eyes on the statues as they passed underneath the massive legs. A cold shiver of fear swept through him as he swore he spied the male statue looking down at him in disdain. The feeling went away when they rounded a corner and entered a long tunnel that seemed to pierce through the mountain on which the city was built. Minutes later, they broke through to the other side, and he glimpsed his first view of the Sarenathian Sea.


    He gaped at the colorful hues of the rippling waters. It seemed to go on forever and spread out wide, covering more than half the horizon. As they rode along the edge of the wall, he was able to look down on the expansive set of piers jutting out from the wild, frothing lower city. There were at least a hundred or more ships moored at the docks, flying many different colored sails and emblems affixed within. It was the most incredible sight he’d ever seen, and he found himself drawn to the sea, longing to dip his toes into the salty water and gain a glimpse of what lay underneath the surface. He remembered stories his father had told of his time sailing and the sea creatures he’d spotted: many different whales, porpoises, sea turtles, flying fish, manta rays, giant squids, and octopus.


    And of course, the treasure of the delicately divine taste of seafood. Jeno inhaled and smelled it wafting up from the stalls and restaurants below. It was all he’d ever imagined and more. His mouth watered in expectation, and his stomach gave a complaining grumble. They hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, other than some almonds and dried beef. They rode down the steep, winding way, passing donkeys tugging carts, proud citizens on horseback, and people of all races out for a stroll. Dotted here and there, stalls were set up to sell foamy drinks and various snacks along the way. Coins changed hands freely. Jeno had to suppress the urge to buy something.


    When they reached the bottom, Karn led them toward a series of stables and guided them to the most rundown one nestled in the farthest corner. He dismounted and handed the reins to a young half-elf boy with a grimy face and brilliant blue eyes. The lad grinned when Karn handed him a silver piece, and after Karn removed a few saddlebags, the boy led the horse into the bowels of the stable. Jeno dismounted and followed Karn’s example, and soon, they were heading toward a small restaurant with outdoor tables that overlooked the sea.


    A band of gnomes played music on small lyres, and an elegantly dressed high elf woman was absorbed in stroking her jeweled, curvaceous harp. A portly dwarf with a round, clean-shaven face and a green, bulbous hat came over to greet Karn. His eyes sparkled in mischievous delight as he shook the half-elf’s hand with vigor. The dwarf wore a white linen shirt and crisp black pants. A thick gold necklace bearing a fat multi-faceted ruby hung around his stout neck.


    “Blessed be the gods, it’s my old friend Karn! What a pleasure to see you again.” The dwarf spread out his stubby arms and tilted his head as he grinned. “As you can see, business has soared since you made your introduction to Philosopher Freesen.” He leaned in and whispered as if not wanting to be overheard. “They come here by the droves for dinner, talking existential philosophy, pragmatic moralist maps of the mind, the psychology of mobs, the mental states of the unthinking mind, and other poetic nonsense. But they pay well and buy loads of expensive drinks. Philosophers must require vast quantities of alcohol to postulate and form their theories. Thank you again, dear Karn.”


    “It is my pleasure, dear Ciglio. I’m glad to see your fine restaurant thriving like this.”


    “And what brings you back here to Drathan? Tired of the girls in Pereth? They’re all a bunch of prudes from what I’ve heard.” The fat dwarf winked at Karn and rubbed his hands together. “Warmer the air, the warmer the girls or so they say!”


    “Aye, I’ve grown tired of that frigid northern city.” Karn widened his eyes in an exaggerated gesture. “But what I’ve missed most is your food. Ciglio, allow me to introduce you to my friends. This is Freyia, Shani, Jeno, and Garain. They’re my dearest and closest companions. We’ve been through quite a treacherous journey to reach this fair city.”


    “Oh, of course! I’d be delighted to serve you and your friends. It would be an honor.” Ciglio clapped his meaty hands and snapped a finger. A gnome dressed in black pants and a starched white shirt with pearl buttons came over in an instant. His big, emerald-green eyes were filled with cunning attention.


    “Yes, sir?”


    “Bring my friends to the table of Free Will. And serve them our finest sparkling wine and a selection of our best appetizers.”


    “But, sir—”


    “No buts, Bigley. I’m sure you’ll work things out with the other guests. It seems to me that the philosophers have had enough free will for several lifetimes. They could use a good dose of nihilism. That particular table seems unoccupied.”


    “Of course, sir. Will you follow me, please?” The gnome frowned as he inspected their clothes, weapons, and bags. “And can I take your things to our secure room? I’m sure you’d be more comfortable dining in an unburdened state.”


    The gnome, in turn, snapped his finger, but did it five times. Five more gnomes arrived and hauled away their bags and weapons and jackets. The short, wiry gnomes looked like they would collapse under all the weight.


    Bigley seated them at what looked like the best table in the house with an expansive, uninterrupted view of the sea. Twilight was falling, and it draped the ocean in a blanket of undulating cobalt. From here, Jeno could spy a smattering of islands nestling near the horizon. The gulls circled overhead, crying mournfully, while the soft tones of the musicians played in the background. The air was filled with the fragrant smells of budding flowers, meats roasting, and the tangy scents of the sea.


    Karn sighed and leaned back in his chair as another gnome brought five crystal flutes and poured bubbling wine. He raised his glass and proposed a toast. Jeno joined him and inhaled the tart, citrusy scents wafting from the glass. It smelled divine.


    “To Nimbus, our brave tracker, the heart of our group, and the protector of our lives. May the gods grant him a place of rest in the eternal Elder Forest. We’ll miss you, brother.”


    Everyone nodded in assent, faces somber and dark. Jeno couldn’t help but picture the wood elf’s face. He wished he was here.


    “And another toast to our unlikely alliance. Look around you. A motley crew of many races come together for a common cause: our survival. But through it all, we’ve formed lifelong friendships. No matter where life leads us, I for one will never forget any of you.”


    They gave ayes and here, heres and clinked their glasses together and drank. Jeno was thrilled at the acidic, sweet sharpness on his tongue. The golden liquid rolled around in his mouth and danced and rose up to tickle the back of his nose. Freyia finished her drink in two gulps and smiled so sweetly he wanted to kiss her right there. Delight and pleasure imbued her expression with the richest form of joy.


    Shani seemed to catch his look, and she gave him a wistful smile and raised her glass to him. He returned the gesture and the smile.


    “It’s magnificent!” Freyia gushed and tapped her glass, waving at the gnome. The small waiter waddled over and filled her glass and the others.


    Another gnome came with a huge tray stuffed with many small plates. He stood erect and announced the plates.


    “Ladies, gentlemen, the prize of Chef Constantine. A selection of his finest appetizers for our esteemed guests. Here, we have the tenderest baby octopus grilled with garlic and a pinch of secret spices resting over a bed of tenderized spinach. And we have here a steaming-hot sea bass caught fresh today and delivered directly to our kitchen. It is baked in our clay oven in a bed of rock salt. Divinely soft inside. Try it. You’ll love it. Just a squeeze of lemon and it’s perfect. And here is a dish of salted almonds roasted and glazed with wild-caught honey.”


    A clever smile formed on the gnome’s small face. “Now this next dish is my personal favorite. Sugar baked apples dusted with cinnamon. Quite simple, but it will leave you dying for more. To balance things out, we have a classic dish of fingerling potatoes with slices of caramelized onions and a sprinkle of black salt from the Falkrin Islands. Last, a larger plate, perfect at every meal, the finest selection of grilled Senia Peppers coated with pink salt from the Gratharian Mountains. Careful, they’ve got a good punch of spiciness. And I believe Master Ciglio sourced the salt from his hometown. You might know the town of Varthen, sir.”


    The gnome angled his head in respect to Garain, and the dwarf returned the bow, his eyes suddenly grave and distant. As Garain took another drink, lost in thought, the waiter turned and left them to their food. They ate their meal and talked of the city and their journey to Drathan. Jeno watched the light slowly fade, and the stars soon flooded the sky. The transformation from twilight to evening was intensely magical. Drathan was magical. The world here was real in ways deeper than he could fathom. Jeno could feel the power of magic bubbling up inside and washing over him.


    Instead of causing the usual sickening sensation, now, the magic felt pure and strong and wonderful. He gave in to the night, to the delicious food, to the warmth of his companionship, to the drinks flowing freely, and just let go and let it all take him to where it wanted him to be. It felt good to release his tension and his fears.


    He closed his eyes and relished in that feeling. It burned brightly inside.


    And there she was.


    In his mind’s eye, he saw the woman from his dreams. She was staring at him with eyes both wise and cunning. A contemplative expression played on her beautiful face as if she were considering what to do. She was standing in a plain, unadorned temple with candles burning in the background. The place seemed familiar, and the style reminded him of the temples devoted to Tanir. Was she a priestess in a temple here in Drathan?


    After a long while she nodded her head as if having made an important decision.


    Then she was gone.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


    The collection of golden candles filled the temple with a soft, soothing light. Priests and worshippers kneeled before the simple wooden altar adorned with nothing but incense bowls, sacred stones, and polished blocks of fragrant wood. Jeno sighed and squeezed his hands together in prayer. Tanir would hear him this time. He prayed and prayed that his god would not abandon him here in this temple devoted to all gods and all beliefs. But after an hour spent in deep prayer and supplication, the presence of Tanir and the voice he had sometimes heard and felt had failed to manifest itself to him. Only silence remained.


    He sighed in frustration and left the place, shuffling down the clean, orderly streets of Drathan to meet his friends for dinner. He thought back on everything that had happened over the last week since their arrival in the city. Garain had been reunited with his uncle on their first day, and the aged dwarf had invited their group to spend the night at his expansive house overlooking the Sarenathian Sea.


    A messenger had come for Karn the next morning and summoned him to the Court of Common Claims. It seemed that his father, a successful sailor and trader and a former deserter in the human army, had been killed on a vessel sailing through pirate-strewn waters. As his only remaining relative, Karn inherited a small house on the second-level of Drathan. It was near a lovely garden and was only a short distance from a lively market. The half-elf had told of his remorse for not being able to share the house with his lost mother. The wood elf had died in childbirth. Though Karn’s father had been legally responsible for his upbringing, time away at sea had made him a mostly absent parent. Karn was pleased to be reunited with his nanna, the dwarven woman who had raised him and who took care of his father’s house when the man was at sea.


    Despite the uncle’s protests, everyone except Garain left that day. The uncle was sick and often coughed for long spells during the night. Garain had been concerned and sent for a doctor. Jeno, Freyia, and Shani stayed in Karn’s house until they could find more permanent accommodations. Garain had scolded them for abandoning him to his uncle, but Jeno knew the uncle was sick and needed his rest and quiet. The aged dwarf looked so stricken Jeno wondered if he had long to live.


    In the following days, Jeno had spent hours searching through all the temples in the city until he’d found the simple one devoted to all religions. It looked exactly like the one he’d seen in the vision of his mother. But despite having visited the place multiple times a day at various services and ceremonies, he never found her.


    He asked at the city’s registrar office for women with the first name Leilian, and he gave them Thanadol as the last name, but none of the clerks had any matching entries. In fact, they didn’t have any women on record with the first name of Leilian. The clerks reassured Jeno that a good percentage of Drathan’s inhabitants never registered. It was only required it for purchases of houses, marriage certificates, deeds of ownership of property, and voting in elections, along with other such civic activities. She could still be here in Drathan. Had he been missing her each day at the temple? Perhaps she came at times when there were no services and the place was empty. He had tried that also but still failed to find her.


    Freyia sat in the middle of a public garden near Karn’s house. She often came here to enjoy the view. She was staring up at the magnolia flowers dancing under the soft sea breeze. After arriving in Drathan, she had grown melancholy and homesick. Perhaps the excitement of their adventure had worn off, and the realities of being away from her father and her home had sunk in. She hadn’t said anything to Jeno, but he could see it in her eyes.


    “I’m sorry to keep you waiting for so long.” Jeno placed a hand on her shoulder. She’d adopted the style of dress that the high elven women wore in the city. Simple, flowing dresses of gold and silver silk and linen and delicate sandals. Jeno didn’t have much money left from his journey, but Garain was generous to them, and often delighted in taking them shopping and spending his uncle’s money. The dwarf insisted on paying them back for saving his life and expressed his hope for the chance of having them settle in Drathan. Jeno had been overwhelmed by his generosity and vowed to return the favor one day.


    Freyia flipped her silky, black hair away from her emerald-green eyes and gave him a charmed smile. “It’s ok. I was enjoying the garden. I still can’t get over how lovely it is here in Drathan. The high elves have refined the art of living to its highest level.”


    “Is everything alright, Freyia? You seem a bit distant lately. Are you homesick?”


    “For Castle Maarn? Heavens no.” She laughed freely and stood. “I do miss my father; that’s for sure. But that’s not it, either. I guess I’m drifting a bit… no purpose, yet. After all our adventures, this has been a pleasant respite from the danger and the heartaches.”


    “But you’re wondering what comes next?” Jeno took her hand and gave it a soft squeeze.


    “You’re a genuine mind-reader, my love.” They started walking over to their favorite stroll along a terraced garden that overlooked the Sarenathian Sea.


    “I keep thinking about what will happen to us. You’ve been looking for your mother all week and nothing. I feel myself getting restless. Do we stay here and make a life? Or do we try to journey back to the human realm? What will we do?”


    He released a long sigh and looked out over the vast, azure sea. The answer was out there somewhere, if he could only find it. Something held him back from leaving this area. The kindness in the eyes of the people here, their orderly way of life, and their benevolent laws and lack of poverty or disease of any kind. It was such an amazing place and so pure and peaceful. There was also the matter of finding his mother. Had she left the city?


    He turned and looked into her eyes. “I wish I knew, Freyia. I wish I knew. For now, please be patient with me. I feel I need more time here to figure things out. It’s like I’m reaching for something in the darkness, and my fingers can feel a bit of what I’m searching for, but it’s too far out for me to grab it. I need to stretch a little farther… just a bit, and I’ll get it.”


    She nodded in sympathetic understanding, and they returned to Karn’s house and had dinner with Shani and Karn. The two had become good friends, though Jeno could tell there was no spark of romance between them. Every now and then, he’d catch Shani giving him probing stares, like she was trying to figure out what was going on in his mind.


    He felt tired and decided to sleep early that night and told Freyia that he wanted to wake up early and participate in the ritual of seeing the sun rise over the sea. After Karn’s story, he’d vowed to try it but had woken up late every morning, getting his rest. This time, he mentioned his desire to Karn, and the half-elf grinned enthusiastically.


    “I’ll ask the lamplighters to wake us.” He bobbed his head in remembrance. “Father always said to pay a lamplighter a silver coin and join in the morning ritual. Now it’s all coming back to me.”


    “I’d like to come,” Freyia said.


    “Me, too.” Shani beamed enthusiastically. They laughed together, and Karn proclaimed it would be the best outing ever.


    “Of course, everyone should come. And let’s invite Garain. We’ll get the whole group together. And later, we’ll have a scrumptious breakfast of porridge at the docks.”


    Jeno smiled with the others and nodded his head. But in his mind, he pictured Nimbus and knew the group would never be whole again without him. After the conversation changed, he excused himself and walked with Freyia to his room. He gave her a long hug and kissed her goodnight several times. It was getting harder every night to say goodbye, and he often thought of her before he went to sleep and even sometimes when he woke in the middle of the night. The feeling had grown stronger since she’d come with him on the journey.


    He lay down and closed his eyes, practicing the breathing meditation the priests of various temples had taught him. He knew the importance of emptying his mind of the day’s worries and concerns… and temptations. It took him a while before the tantalizing thoughts and images of Freyia faded away.


    But just as he was about to sleep, the image of the tracker’s face came back to him. He couldn’t let it go for some reason. Would Nimbus still be alive if Jeno had listened to him and asked for his help in learning magic? He breathed long and steady and exhaled the notion, putting the thought to rest in his mind. He accepted the choices he’d made that day and the days leading up to his death. It was a difficult thing to let go, but he knew Nimbus would want him to do so. He had once told Jeno, Acceptance of life’s difficulties is a sign of growth and maturity. You can’t control every situation, and you’ll find that most things are beyond our control.


    Looking back on the battle in the forest, Jeno knew, in that situation, it was especially true. Fate was ferocious against Nimbus that day. It was his time to die. Yes, it was true. It was the tracker’s time to die… Ranger Ghorian had told Jeno a similar thing the first time he’d hunted a pheasant when he was eleven years old. Jeno had cried over the slain bird with the beautiful feathers and his arrow lodged in its breast.


    It was the poor creature’s time to die, lad. Accept its fate and pray to Tanir that its soul will fly freely over the forest. Every creature and every person has an appointment with death. Today, it was the pheasant’s. One day, we’ll all die. Remember that. Pay respect to its life and the gift it is giving us. You hunted well, Jeno. Celebrate your achievement and accept responsibility for your actions…


    He never forgot those words. They resonated inside him like the deep gong of a temple bell. The memory of the sound soothed his mind, and he soon slipped off to sleep.


    Early the next morning before sunrise, Freyia came into his room and shook him from a falling dream. He jolted awake and smiled at seeing her face. The first thought that hit him was he wanted to wake every day seeing her face. Did he dare tell her his wish? He missed sleeping next to her out under the stars.


    He dressed quickly and joined Karn, Shani, and Garain, who had arrived minutes before. They all headed outside into the cool morning air. They plodded through the quiet streets of early morning, observing the stars still sparkling in the clear sky. Others streamed out of their houses and joined them on their morning pilgrimage to watch the rising of the sun over the sea. They merged into a larger stream of couples and families all heading in the same direction. Soon, they reached the gardens and joined the crowd gathered for the glorious event.


    The light in the eastern sky was kissed with a warm purple and pink hue. There was a cluster of thin, threadlike clouds settled over the horizon, catching the growing light. Jeno and Freyia stood side by side facing the sea. He could feel the heat of her hand touching his. Their fingers brushed each other’s, and the thrill of arousal surged through him. He looked at her and caught her eyes, and she leaned up and kissed him for a long, tender moment. The feeling was too strong, and he shivered in response. She smiled at him and squeezed his hand, and they turned to gaze at the sea. A faint light now danced over the undulating waves.


    There was a growing excitement in the gathered group. A murmur of voices began to rise as the light grew stronger. The stars had faded, and the eastern sky was now a deep burn of striated pinks and purples, and a hint of gold sat just above the sea. It would soon be daybreak. The crowd chattered freely now, the mood blossoming into an almost religious fervor.


    The first golden ray of sunlight burst through the clouds and sprayed the sea with its rich, effervescent light. The crowd gasped in delight. Freyia squealed and squeezed her hands together and aimed her palms at the new dawn of day.


    “I wish my father could see this,” she whispered, but he heard every word and witnessed the sadness and longing on her face. She glanced up and caught his gaze and gave him the most loving smile he’d ever received. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and he leaned in and kissed them, tasting the salty wetness.


    “I’m sorry, Freyia. I swear you’ll see him one day. I vow to help you reunite with him.”


    “Thank you for saying that. I mean it.” She kissed him and held him close, resting her wet face on his neck. “When you said that just now, the first thing that popped into my head was that I want to bring him here to Drathan. I want to be reunited with my father here, not in Castle Maarn and not in any city in the human realm. It’s better here, Jeno. I want to stay. I’ve decided not to go back.”


    Jeno gave a faint nod of understanding. He felt the same way as she did, but he wasn’t sure if his father and brother would ever come, not unless it was part of an assault on this fair city, an assault they’d lose…


    They turned back to gaze at the sea. The tips of the waves were now an explosion of golden light, contrasting the deep, dark shadows underneath. The sunrise was brilliant now, beaming with power and life. It was as if the whole world was taking in one enormous breath, the breath of life, the breath of a new day. He closed his eyes and felt that breath flowing inside him, filling him with the ancient, deep energy of the earth and the sun. It was a primal, powerful feeling.


    He opened his eyes and noticed the air seemed to scintillate with particles of silver and gold. It was a lustrous, luminous sight. He stretched out his hand and allowed the particles to settle on his palm. It was the first time he’d ever seen such a beautiful, strange sight.


    “Can you see it?” He showed her the contents of his hand.


    Her brow furrowed as she inspected his palm. After a few confused seconds, she shook her head. “No, what is it?”


    “You can’t see it? The particles of gold and silver dust. There’s a thin layer coating my hand.”


    “I can’t see anything other than your open palm.” She looked up at him, curious.


    After what had happened to him with magic—the dragon and the incident after Nimbus’ death—he’d talked openly with her about his experiences. He’d also shown her his ability to summon silver light, but she could never see the Infinite Line. He guessed that was a realm only magicians were able to enter. The thought caused a cold ripple of fear to shimmy down his spine. Was he a magician, now? An outcast from his faith? Did he even consider himself an adherent to the religion of Tanir? Or could he have his faith in Tanir but simply abandon membership in their religious organization. He still hadn’t figured it out.


    “It’s dust, gold and silver dust. It was flittering in the air, and a cluster of them landed on my palm, like snowflakes.” He tensed his eyes in concentration, and he went closer to inspect. “Small, square mirror-like particles of gold and silver. It’s like what I saw when I fought the dragon…”


    He stopped himself as his heart pounded in nervous excitement. Several of the mirrored squares spun and started zooming toward him. A black fog surrounded his vision, and the world around him disappeared. But the mirrored squares remained. In one, he saw the reflection of Freyia’s perplexed face. He saw the reflection of the burning inn of the village. He saw the dragon’s ferocious jaws and its black, shimmering scales. He saw the sword stab down into Nimbus’ heart and the horror lodged on his face. He saw his brother’s hurt and disappointment as he rode off north, leaving Jeno.


    All the mirrors spun in an endless, undulating rhythm. He was spinning, too, he realized. His life, his place in time, his position in the universe. It was all a reflection in someone else’s mirror. But whose?


    The mirrors vanished, and the scene changed to the simple wooden temple where he went to worship many times a day.


    The woman’s face appeared suddenly, and she looked at him with insistent eyes, like she was calling out to him. Her finger beckoned him to come. That was it. She was waiting for him.


    The vision broke, and Jeno gasped for air, glancing around in fright. Freyia looked at him, her eyes concerned.


    “What hap—?” she asked, but she stopped speaking when he squeezed her arm.


    “I have to go now. The temple. I saw her there.”


    He turned and ran.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


    Jeno reached the temple and found himself alone in the simple wooden room. He sighed and caught his breath, wondering what the vision had meant. Was it simply his imagination? He knelt at the altar and prayed to Tanir for strength and guidance. He had no one else to turn to. The air smelled of cedar and incense, and it calmed him. He closed his eyes and clasped his hands, seeking a deeper connection with his god. But the longer he prayed and the more he sought answers to his questions, the less certain he was about anything. His faith, his life, his journey here, and even his search for his mother…


    During the long nights of his journey through Sosaram, he often stayed up and read the Book of Tanir by torchlight. When he had been younger, the teachings had been astounding to his young mind, but lately, they didn’t offer him anything but additional questions. Why were the old gods evil? Why was magic and the creatures here considered such an offense to their god? He’d seen evidence of the kindness of the inhabitants of Sosaram and the usefulness of magic. He’d come to believe that many of the magical creatures were angry and vengeful because of the human atrocities committed against them and their kind. The words of the dragon who had killed Ranger Ghorian made sense: For my little ones… Revenge is sweet. I taste it at long last.


    The dragon must have been a mother. She must have had younglings who were killed by the humans. Jeno supposed he would be angry and seek revenge if someone had killed Chiro or a member of his family. At seeing his past memories through a new light, things looked differently.


    But after his long journey, he still hadn’t found his mother. Chiro had become disillusioned and given up on the search. He had become a zealot. It had frightened Jeno to see his brother like that, the wild, maniacal expression in his eyes. He missed his brother’s lightness and easy humor. But those days were gone.


    His brother was gone. It was like losing a part of his soul.


    At least, he had learned his mother’s name: Leilian. It was a beautiful name, and he loved saying it out loud.


    “Leilian,” he whispered, staring up at the altar. “Where are you? How can I find you, Mother?” He buried his head in his hands and found his eyes moistening with tears. “The name of my mother is lovely and pure. Leilian… If you could only hear me, you would come. I know you would. I believe in my heart you would come to me. If only you could hear my voice. Can you hear me?”


    It was silent for a long time in the temple, a silence like a memory of the silence from a lonely past. Did he expect her to hear him? How many times had he cried himself to sleep as a boy calling out for his missing mother? Nothing had ever happened, other than the answer of lonely doves, or the sudden chirp of crickets, or the distant hoot of an owl. Nature seemed to answer to him but never his mother.


    Maybe Chiro was right; maybe she was dead or so far gone that he’d never find her. Or maybe she didn’t want to be found. Desperate, Jeno decided prayer was the only thing left to do.


    “Oh, great and power Tanir and—” He choked on his words a moment, fighting his emotions. His body trembled with fear and trepidation. “Oh gods of the old and gods of the new, hear my prayer. If my mother, Leilian, is alive, I beg you to reunite her with me. For if you do, I promise to open my mind to the ideas of a new truth and learn the ways of the old gods. There is goodness on such a path. I feel it. My heart is receptive and ready to learn. This I make, my solemn vow, in this sacred place of worship.”


    A sudden change happened in the room, a slight shift in the air, but Jeno noticed it. The altar room was no longer still. The candles crackled and flickered as if a wind had suddenly stirred. He turned to see if someone had entered, but the door was still closed. What had caused it? The candles continued flickering stronger now, and a light seemed to grow in the area above the altar. Jeno’s heart began beating wildly.


    Something was here. Someone was inside the room.


    “Who’s here?” he called out, standing. Was someone playing a prank on him? “Show yourself. Can’t you leave a worshipper to his peace?”


    Footsteps sounded from behind the high wooden structure of the altar. Someone rounded the corner wearing a gray, hooded robe. Jeno studied them but couldn’t see their face. They stood there, head bowed, unmoving.


    “Who are you?” he asked, feeling nervous. Was it a priest irritated by his presence? He had been chased out of several temples in Drathan. The priests were sometimes harsh, depending on their precepts. But here at this temple, he’d never been bothered.


    “You have said an earnest prayer, child.” It was a feminine voice, throaty and rich like a deep melody. “Did you speak in truth or out of desperation? Be warned. It is dangerous to lie to me.”


    “As to my prayer, priestess—”


    “I am no priestess. Be careful of how you call strangers until you know the proper mode of address.”


    Jeno bowed at the rebuke. “My apologies. Then how shall I address you?”


    “Answer my question.”


    Though her words were sharp, her tone was not. It was patient, earnest, hopeful even.


    “I did not lie. I spoke the truth of my desire to learn new things about the old ways. During my journey here, I have come to discover that the tenets of my faith do not sufficiently answer all my questions.”


    The woman bobbed her head. “Well spoken. And which questions has your religion failed to answer?”


    “Why is magic evil when I have seen evidence of its goodness and usefulness? Why are non-human creatures vile and dreaded when I have seen their kindness?” Jeno sighed and looked at his clenched fists. “If I was born and raised in the Realm of Sosaram, what would I believe? What would be truth to me? What would be my faith?”


    “Those are good questions, but they are still not the right ones. Rather, ask why does the wind blow when you are cold? Or why does the rain fall when you are sorrowful? But you are still young and naive. You’ll learn.” The woman pulled the hood down and revealed her face. Jeno gasped in excitement.


    It was her.


    She was an attractive woman of perhaps thirty years with long, golden hair and honey-colored skin. Her physique was slender and toned, and her posture stood erect and proud, like a high priestess or a member of the nobility. Her button nose sat beneath piercing eyes the color of sapphires. The woman studied him with an intensity that caused him to blush.


    “What is your name?” Jeno said, hesitant and suddenly afraid. A vibrant, confident power emanated from her presence.


    “You called for me in the correct way, and here I am. You see before you the Goddess Leilian. I am your mother.”


    Jeno opened his mouth, stunned. Goddess? But this was a trick. How could his mother be a goddess? Was this some lie, some secret deception, some pretender? But who would do such a thing to him?


    “I can see you don’t believe me. Mortals rarely accept truth, even when it is staring them in the face. What do I have to do in order to prove to you, Jeno, that I am your mother? At least, you are still diligent in your search for me, while your brother Chiro has lost faith. He must take after your father.”


    He felt his mouth grow dry. She knew their names…


    “How old was I when Father took me away from you?” Though he was suspicious of her, something was so utterly familiar about this woman. And she was the same woman from his dreams and visions, the same woman who looked over Chiro and him while they slept. He had discovered her in their rooms many times after he’d woken.


    She raised an eyebrow in amusement. “Are you testing me? By all means, ask me anything you please. You were only a child of four when your father stole you both away from me in the dead of night after he had drugged me. Oh, yes, don’t look surprised. Gods and goddesses can be tricked, drugged, and manipulated. We are not all powerful or omniscient. We each have our gifts and our weaknesses. My weakness was to love and trust your father. Oddly enough, the former is an affliction I still suffer from, but I don’t trust him, not anymore.”


    “You still love my father?” It was an insane thought. How could she possess feelings for him after what he’d done and what he was doing in Sosaram? He was entirely devoted to the war. Jeno was still in shock that his mother was actually here and even more shocked that she claimed she was a goddess.


    “It is my weakness. Yes, I love him. If he called out to me again and begged forgiveness, I would have him still. I could not resist him.”


    “Even after what he did to you?”


    “I’m still furious at him for taking you away from me, but that doesn’t diminish my love.” Leilian gave a long sigh. “Considering he is leading an army here in Sosaram and poisoning human minds against the gods, I should probably despise him, but I don’t.”


    “Why did he leave in the first place?” Jeno sat on a bench, studying her.


    “Fear conquered his mind and paralyzed it. I tried to tell him the truth, but he wouldn’t listen. There was a priest of Tanir who influenced him. After that, he spent more time in the temple listening to the man. The priest turned your father’s mind away from me. I couldn’t win, though I did fight to save him. The Cult of Tanir has a menacing influence on the mind.”


    “Why do you call it a cult?”


    The woman smiled. “I realize you consider it a religion, but to us, it is a cult. More specifically, it is a faction of the gods who desire to control all realms. They’ve managed to conquer most of the human realm, and now, they aim to rule Sosaram.”


    “I heard this several times here but not in the human realm.”


    “Of course not. The priests censor the truth. I doubt you have learned anything of the old gods or the old ways from your time in the human realm.”


    Jeno hung his head, ashamed. “Not much, no, other than what I read in the books I could find. It was forbidden. If anyone dared to ask about magic or the old gods, they were sent to the priests, and they never asked again.”


    “That is a perfect example. But imagine how it has been done on a systematic scale. Every city and every town in every kingdom. What’s left? Only the heathens, as they are called, the tribes and remote villagers who don’t know the teachings of Tanir. Have you ever asked yourself, Who is Tanir?”


    “He is the great spirit. Undefinable, all-knowing, all-loving, and omnipresent.” Jeno sighed, knowing what she’d say next. “But I’ve heard he is really Nirat, the dark god of death.”


    “That’s right. He is a god but not the only god. Nirat is an old god, one whom I know well. But he created a new name, an anagram, Tanir. He tried to reinvent himself. But he can’t hide from his true nature. He sows chaos and confusion in the world and seeks its destruction. He preys on the weakest and most ignorant souls: the humans. The ones who are educated and strong are forced to flee or are captured and killed. This is how Nirat works. He leads a group of dark gods who seek to gain power and prominence over all realms. He foolishly believes he can win, but he is wrong, so very wrong.”


    “I take it you are opposed to this group of gods? I’ve read a little about the old gods, but I’ve never heard your name.” Jeno studied her face but found nothing but a sly smile.


    “You would not have read about me for I am the goddess of secrets. I prefer to live in the shadows, though I do not worship the dark. But neither are the dark gods my enemy. I am neutral in the conflict, though your father still thinks of me as an enemy in this war. He is still angry and bitter about what happened to his father.”


    Jeno remembered the conversation he had had with his father about how his grandfather had died. Jeno’s grandfather was a great warrior and a statesman. He was one of the few who had advocated tolerance of the gods and the need to avoid conflict. But he had been assassinated in front of Jeno’s father, and the assassin was found to be hired by one of the gods. That was weeks before his father decided to flee the Realm of Sosaram with his sons. He had been angry and furious at the old gods.


    “My grandfather was murdered,” he said, his voice soft and cold.


    “Yes, I know. It was an assassin hired by one of the gods close to Nirat. They wanted to stoke unrest and foment the war. I tried to convince your father of that, but I failed. He was blind to the truth. After the murder of your grandfather, the Cult of Tanir became even stronger in the human realm, and the war fired up again. At first, a hundred years ago, the battle was the gods of light against the dark gods. The humans sided with the gods of light, but the war changed as the cult grew in power and influence. The dark gods were able to deceive the humans and turn them against the other gods.”


    “You’re saying the dark gods killed my grandfather?” The idea was so strange it struck Jeno like the cold northern wind. It was confusing and maddening at the same time. If Tanir was just like the old scheming gods, then why did the humans worship him? Why were they opposed to magic and the gods? It drove him wild thinking about it.


    Then it really hit him. Magic wasn’t such an evil thing, despite everything he’d been taught by his father and the priests. It was as natural as the rain, and suppressing it seemed the unnatural act. Now, he saw things clearly.


    He looked carefully at her. Was she really his mother? After so many years separated from her, was he finally reunited? It didn’t feel yet like the homecoming he had dreamed of. But in his heart, he felt it was the truth. She was his mother. He knew it to be true. But after all those years, it was hard to accept and embrace her. It would take time.


    She seemed to sense his feelings, and she gave him a kind, patient smile. “We have many things to discuss and plans to make, son. I will enjoy showing you what it means to be a demigod. Do you know how incredibly special you are? You are formed of pure magic and imbued with latent powers. Perhaps some of those powers have slipped out in the past. I can see in your eyes it is true. The power of magic flows deep inside you like an ancient well. I will teach you how to channel and focus it. There is so much to learn, but the journey to mastery will be sweet.”


    The realization struck Jeno hard: He was a demigod. Nimbus and Shani had seen it all along and sensed his differences. How else had he defeated the dragon? It was true… No wonder he and his brother were stronger, faster, and more focused than the others. Of the two boys, Chiro had been the most naturally powerful, probably due to his impulsive nature, while Jeno had always held back out of fear and religious devotion. He’d constantly fought his god-like nature.


    “From what I have seen, you have a devoted and earnest soul.” His mother studied him with grave eyes. “Though you must be careful of religions and prophets and spiritual teachers. They can lead you astray from your own soul. Trust your internal voice and believe in your own power. You can discern spiritual truth for yourself. It is not necessary to worship the gods through an intermediary. You do not need to believe based on what someone has spoken or written in a book. Feel it and know your own personal truth, for that is the strongest of faiths.”


    Her words were like a soothing balm over his mind. It was like a heavy weight had been lifted from his heart. I don’t need my religion anymore, he told himself. I can believe in the gods. I can believe in magic. I can believe in myself and my own truth. He realized he didn’t possess all the answers, but that was the exciting part. He could discover those beliefs on his own path, and his mother would be there to help. She was a goddess after all.


    “Where will we go, Mother?” Jeno asked, smiling at her.


    “I will take you into the Realm of the Gods.” She spread out her arms, and her figure transformed into a blinding, silver light. He shielded his eyes from the glory of her true form. She smelled of electricity, magic, and power. He knew then that she was truly a goddess. After a while, she returned to her dull, human form.


    “Now you know I speak the truth. I am the Goddess Leilian. Once I take you to the Realm of the Gods, you will not be able stay long as you cannot sustain the terrible power of that place for more than one day. Even demigods have limits. Then I shall take you to my sanctuary here in Sosaram, and there, I will teach you all that I can. It will be a glorious homecoming and one to celebrate. I can’t wait to show you my home—our home.”


    “It must be amazing.” He smiled and took her hand. “But before we go, I have a friend waiting for me outside. Her name is Freyia. I can’t leave her alone.”


    “If she is mortal, she cannot come to my palace. She will perish. But if you are fond of her, I can have one of my stewards guide her to my sanctuary here in Sosaram. It is north of this city and a few day’s journey away. You can meet her there later.” His mother gave Jeno a knowing smile. “And I will look forward to seeing this friend of yours. Is she lovely, child?”


    “She is to me. Her heart is pure, and her mind is curious and creative. She is the sunshine and has brought cheer to my heart when the way here was dark and hopeless. I cannot be without her.”


    “In that case, we will be most generous and kind to your friend. Do not worry. You will be with her soon, and I will see to her safety and comfort. She will want for nothing. Do you agree?”


    He nodded then remembered his promise. “There is one more thing. I promised to retrieve her father. He is a doctor, exiled in Castle Maarn. His wife was burned at the stake and accused of being a witch. My friend would like to be reunited with him. Is such a thing possible, or should I go there myself and retrieve him?”


    “Such a thing is possible.” Leilian pursed her lips in thought. “She will need to pen a letter to him in her own writing. I will have someone deliver it to him, and if he agrees, escort him back here. Is this acceptable?”


    “Yes, thank you, Mother. You are most kind.”


    He gestured toward the door and led his mother outside. Freyia stood there by a fountain surrounded by flowers, looking confused and intrigued at Jeno holding hands with a strange woman.


    “Freyia, allow me to introduce you to my mother, the Goddess Leilian,” he said, noting the look of incredulity on Freyia’s face.


    The Goddess gave her a long, curious gaze and bobbed her head in approval. She sat on a stone bench and studied a cluster of white mountain lilies, smelling each flower until at last, satisfied, she plucked the perfect one. Brilliant white light flooded the flower, imbuing it with magic. The goddess handed Freyia the flower.


    “A precious gift for a beautiful girl. The flower will never wilt as long as you hold love for my son in your heart. When all is hopeless, the fragrance of the lily will fill you with hope and strength. This blessing will also be yours to pass along to your first daughter. Over time, your feminine intuition will discover the other secrets the flower possesses. The secrets will be yours to find.”


    “Thank you,” stammered Freyia, looking overwhelmed and excited at the gift. Then she blushed, glancing up at the goddess. “My apologies, how should I address you?”


    “There is no need for formality. You may call me Leilian.” The goddess took the girl’s hand and gave her a warm smile. “I will have to steal my son away for a day. But worry not. You will see him again soon. My steward will escort you to my sanctuary in this realm. It is close to Drathan. You will be reunited with Jeno soon. I promise.”


    Freyia gave the goddess a deep bow, but Leilian raised her up, and together, they walked down the stairs toward a garden overlooking the city. The young rays of morning sunlight broke free through the low clouds, imbuing Jeno’s face with its warmth. For the first time in a long while, there was hope in his heart, and a longing for things he had never dreamed was there waiting for him. He took a moment and enjoyed the feeling. It was the moment he had hoped for his entire life. He’d finally found the peace of being reunited with his mother. At long last…


    He looked up and marveled at the glorious colors of the sky. A flock of birds darted together, playing and dancing under the sudden burst of light. But a hawk came and harassed the birds, separating the flock. A few birds fought back and attacked the hawk, but a small bird fell and plummeted from the sky, disappearing into shadow.


    
      [image: ]

    

  

cover1.jpeg
/. ‘vﬂ. .
BODK ONE IN THE ,
SONG OF THE GODS ,’

JOHN
FORRESTER






images/00002.jpeg
{_|

@






images/00001.jpeg
DEMIGOD

BOOK ONE IN THE
SONG OF THE GODS

| JOHN
FORRESTER





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





