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The story so far...
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Approximately 150 years ago, an elf named Lord Jamarnid was given the death penalty for impregnating a woman with human and harlequin ancestry. Sentenced to die by having his limbs crushed with hammers in the Elf King’s palace, a group of harlequins infiltrate the palace, kill hundreds of spectators, and rescue Jamarnid.

Humiliated in front of everyone, Master Lord Salman ordered his royal Äimite guard to exterminate every member of Jamarnid’s birth clan. Pinned to a wall without any hopes for salvation, the Grey Clan’s new leader Hormandra fights the guard to the death within the walls of Teryoura Palace.

A badly wounded Jamarnid, his newborn son Jarahad, his nephew Sharad, alongside a small contingent of male elves escape the Elf Kingdom. They soon seek refuge in the harlequin city of Orsenmuray. Jarahad always felt like an outcast by both elf and harlequin society. Raised by his disabled father, Jarahad spends his childhood alongside his lover, a fellow harlequin hybrid elf named Talgel.

Not much is known about Talgel during the time she lived in Orsenmuray alongside her parents. Hints are sprinkled regarding her once wholesome persona and hopes to someday wed Jarahad when the human invasions stopped. A few days before the city fell and her parents died, Talgel awakened powerful clairvoyance magic at the price of losing her eyesight. Crushed by this loss, Talgel’s personality changed forever, and she has staunchly rejected Jarahad’s hand in marriage for unclear reasons.

Upon the fall of Orsenmuray, both the elf and harlequin survivors were forced to embark on a dreadful voyage through human lands that lasted several years. Steadfast in never settling down in lands occupied by humans, the refugees found the new city of Almjarhad next to an impassable bay in the desert. Disappointed about suffering endless traumatic experiences his whole life, Lord Sharad flees the city and his whereabouts are unknown.

This is where the main story commences.

After Talgel ended up wounded killing a vagrant, Jarahad assigns a female harlequin named Henrietta to tend to her personal needs. Skeptical about her true motives, Talgel treats the kind woman with scorn during most of the story. Early in the story, Talgel summons her phantom beast and discovers an important future prediction that won’t happen unless Sharad returns to the city.

With some difficulty, Jarahad wounds an Äimite guard commander named Senior Lord Froylan and helps return Sharad to Almjarhad unscathed. Now that Sharad has returned, Talgel summons her phantom beast a second time by accident. She discovers a certain inhabitant of the city must elope with the exiled harlequin ruler named Hurrujat.

Jarahad is granted permission from Hurrujat to become initiated in the combative harlequin arts despite his mixed ancestry. Winning Talgel’s love motivates Jarahad during his long training. Much to his chagrin, the final test involved killing a human child. Disgusted due to preferring to pass the initiation at the expense of his morals, Jarahad keeps these feelings of self-hatred to himself. Things become more complicated when Hurrujat’s new lover named Hamara entices the harlequins to leave Almjarhad. Jarahad tries to maintain a neutral position against the wishes of his father and hopes the harlequins become happy in their new home.

Just like Jarahad and Talgel, Tioja is a young elf with mixed harlequin and elf ancestry, which are colloquially named halflings. With dazzling reddish-green eyes and a perky smile, Tioja’s simple life is turned upside down when his parents commence having nonstop marital problems. Filled with frustration and self-loathing, Tioja assumes Talgel’s unannounced visit to speak to his mother Hamara meant his life would return to normal. Much to his chagrin, Hamara’s true fortune lies in founding an underground harlequin city alongside her new husband Hurrujat.

Jamarnid’s life has changed in many ways after his botched execution. Due to his disability, Jamarnid is forced to relay most governing functions to his son Jarahad. Little does he know, Talgel has been manipulating every important event of the city behind the curtains the whole time. For what reason? This has been left unanswered. The only thing Jamarnid knows is that his trusted close friend, a fellow elf named Priest Soremin believes in Talgel.

Dismayed by seeing his mother abandon Almjarhad forever, Tioja tries to make life easier for his alcoholic father named Jamad to little avail. Worse, Tioja soon discovers he has awakened an uncontrollable magic ability that can destroy anything with his mind. Despite Jarahad’s best attempts to train him, Tioja ends up fleeing Almjarhad. He is currently traveling to the harlequin city alongside his mother, where his destiny awaits...
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Chapter 1
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TIOJA

There was one thought piercing through Tioja’s mind: he wanted to murder his mother. And he hated himself for it. It was true he felt resentment when Hamara abandoned her home to elope with a geriatric harlequin. That didn’t justify these vile desires that flashed into his subconscious the instant they departed Almjarhad a few hours ago.

Ever since Tioja awakened his demonic beast, he no longer felt like his mind was his own. Shrouded by the initial pain of his new wings that appeared on his back out of nowhere, these feelings became stronger over time.

This wasn’t the only thing that disturbed him. Exposed bones, limbs dangling in unnatural angles, and so much blood that stained the sand. Inappropriate thoughts about seeing Talgel’s corpse were frequent whenever he rested.

As the two halflings rode on Hamara’s steed in the unforgiving desert, their voyage was characterized by silence. Was she angry at him? Hamara wasn’t displaying fear like everyone else, so perhaps that was the problem.

Before Tioja knew it, Hamara’s back lurched forward, and her body teetered against the saddle. “Mom!” With a rapid hand motion, Tioja used harlequin air magic to straighten her in the nick of time. As the horse stopped, thunderous beats pounded Tioja’s heart, and Hamara soon stirred.

“Huh?” For unexplained reasons, Hamara’s red eyes seemed puffy. Disorientation imbued her beautiful face. Soon enough, Hamara snapped awake, and she returned to her regular self. “Oh, my. Did something happen, little Tio?”

Unsure about the strange sequence of events, Tioja shook his head. “I... The sun is... Can we hide somewhere? I’m terrified of harming you.”

Instead of showing concern, Hamara’s face remained unreadable as she stared at their surroundings. Towering mountains dotted every direction, with a vast landscape devoid of life except for errant thorn bushes and weeds. It took Hamara a few minutes to spot something in the distance. “We’ll take a detour over yonder to rest.”

The horse plodded with an uncertain gait over rocky formations while Hamara remained focused on her task. Initially uncertain about her plan, Tioja’s heart jumped when they encountered several rock formations looming ahead that offered sufficient shade.

Hamara dismounted first and removed the hood from her travel cloak. Dressed in elegant robes, Tioja only felt increased intrigue about Hamara’s life in her new home. “Let me help you dismount, Tio.”

Tioja’s unsteady legs trembled from the exhaustion of sharing the same saddle and stumbled a few steps when his feet touched the ground. He would have probably fallen if it hadn’t been for his air magic. Hamara, meanwhile, was rubbing her eyes as she fastened the horse to a stone and sat down.

His mother’s unsettling demureness only made him want to study her even more. A gasp escaped his lips upon spotting something dangling on her hip. “Is that a sword? Since when can you use one?”

Aan odd twitch escaped Hamara’s lip, leaving her both flustered and somewhat annoyed. Was his mother always so callous? Did something happen to her? Tioja soon sat next to his mother. His mind focused on Hamara, who seemed so close, yet so distant.

“Are you all right, mom?”

Hamara’s eyes fluttered from somnolence, and a barely audible murmur echoed. “I must rest, my child. And you should too.” Upon finishing that sentence, Hamara entered a state that seemed far too lifeless to be sleep. The only hints of life came from the rhythmic movements of her chest.

Even though Tioja was very much sleep-deprived, the senseless thoughts trying to grab hold of his mind made it impossible to fall asleep. So Tioja spent the better part of the day wallowing in sorrow.

When the seer announced the legend of the Cursed One, he assumed it was an event that would never happen during his lifetime. Something that was not important or worthwhile. His life was ruined when his grandfather Jamen told him to summon his beast on the beach alongside his uncle Nurran.

That horrible, wretched desire to rip everything into pieces was now a part of him. It accompanied him during the day as he trained, ate, bathed, and even dreamt. No matter how hard Lord Jarahad tried to teach him to ignore it, there was no turning back. Did the seer Talgel feel something similar when she awakened her phantom beast and lost her eyesight? Utter nonsense! As far as Tioja knew, Jarahad never lost something when he first summoned his phantom beast which resembled a detachable green armor. Maybe he truly was cursed, and everyone would fear him from now on...

No, that couldn’t be true. So far, Hamara had not shown any degree of fear of his uncontrollable magic and was risking her own life to bring him somewhere. Yes, maybe he can be happy for a change. Hopes for a better future were the only thing that maintained Tioja’s last string of sanity.

As the sun raised into the sky, Tioja’s heart raced with increased ferocity as the heat became more intolerable and his shadow crept on the ground.

“Something troubles you, my fair child.” Hamara’s grasp on Tioja’s chest was comforting as she woke up.

“Mother, I fear hurting you. I learned how to summon a phantom beast.”

A sinister laugh escaped Hamara’s chapped lips. “Congratulations! I thought Talgel and Jarahad were the only lucky halflings.”

“That isn’t true! Several halflings can summon beasts. Your siblings are working hard as well. Maybe you can use sorcery too!”

“Oh, perhaps I can.” A cunning grin invaded Hamara’s lips. “You don’t look happy being one of the chosen.”

“That is because my beast is evil! I have these thoughts when I summon it. Every time I use it, I can’t control the desire to destroy everything I touch.”

“Talgel warned me not to return until you were ready.”

“When did that happen? Talgel has never left the city.”

“She talked to me when you were sequestered in Soremin’s temple. I was instructed to visit the pagoda the night I found you. If it hadn’t been for Talgel’s insistence, I would have visited you sooner. Would you know the reason why?”

Tioja blinked in disbelief upon discovering why Hamara had not visited him before. A sense of warmth filled his heart, knowing his mother’s love was genuine. He spoke with a firmer voice. “Jarahad tried his best. When everyone discovered I destroyed the palm trees on the beach that fateful day, they agreed I was the Cursed One from Talgel’s premonition. Almost everyone wanted to oust me from Almjarhad. Jarahad is one of the few elves that still believes I could be saved and let me live with him. We trained almost every evening in the desert, so I didn’t hurt anyone. His efforts were useless. I can’t control it and feel scared of hurting innocent people.”

“Don’t be angry. I might not have agreed with Jarahad, but he is a good leader. If he hadn’t remained so blindly faithful to the customs of the elves and embraced his true harlequin ancestry like me, Hurrujat would have recognized him as his heir.”

“You are acting like Lord Sharad doesn’t even exist.”

Hamara’s lips twitched at the sheer thought. “Given I have nothing tying me to the kingdom, I can speak my thoughts. Just because Sharad has a true blood claim to lead the Grey Clan doesn’t mean he is a worthy leader. I wouldn’t be surprised if he still acts like a belligerent child catching butterflies with a net instead of assuming his birthright.”

Tioja sighed without showing insult. Hamara was always an opinionated woman from his scant memories of her as a child. Even though he realized it would be pointless, he still wanted to satiate his curiosity. “Jamad misses you.”

“Oh, I am certain he does. He will never meet a woman quite like me ever again. I could never love him but never forget he will always be your father. How many years have passed since I last saw him?”

“It has been 18 years, mother.”

“Well, I guess Jamad wishes to embrace the nonsense elvish custom of remaining alone for a century. At least it seems like your father has treated you well.”

“Actually... I have been disowned.”

Hamara sat up straight. Her stern yet gorgeous face was staring at Tioja with fierceness. “That bastard... abandoned you? When you needed his support the most?”

“Please don’t take revenge! He is just scared. I can make things explode with my mind, and I can’t seem to control it! I beg you to run away from me and hide because I might kill you!”

“Foolish little boy. I can absorb your mana. You will never feel afraid or alone if you stay by my side. Your new home awaits you.”

“Home? But I am no longer welcome in Almjarhad.”

“How convenient. It means you have severed the chains that always hindered you. I know you are afraid of your harlequin blood due to Jamad’s ignorance, and I am here to make amends. Please be patient and try to rest. You are safe with me.”

When the sun reached its zenith in the sky, Hamara remained pensive as she ate some of the food Tioja stole from the castle’s pantry.

This odd behavior didn’t seem too insulting to him. It was only natural Hamara would be thinking about the unfairness of his eviction from the city. Even his grandparents were hesitant to approach him after that fateful day. Only Jarahad and his uncle Nurran dared to be nice to him.

And so, Tioja nibbled on his meal and took advantage of these moments of silence to study his mother further. Hamara had aged very little from the last time he saw her. Her wavy grey hair was shoulder-length and fastened in a ponytail. A pair of crimson eyes glistened ever so brightly against the battering sun. Hamara’s sienna skin seemed quite pale, almost to the verge of being sickly. Her travel robes were unusually thick and unsuitable for this climate. Made from fine fabric, he felt increased curiosity about Hamara’s new life. Tioja wondered if his mother’s inherent beauty was why Hurrujat fell in love with her. A pang of disgust at the idea of Hurrujat’s infidelity shook Tioja to stop thinking about that. 

What was more confounding was that Hamara hid her face beneath her cloak and constantly rubbed her eyes as she ate her meal. And so Tioja quenched his curiosity. “Are you infirm?”

“I am used to living underground. My eyes irritate me.”

“Underground? Weren’t you born in a depressing and miserable prison? Why would you like to live in a dungeon? I don’t know if I should go.”

Hamara shook her head and smiled as the traces of her face were visible beneath the cloak. “I am certain you will feel quite comfortable in Murdorhiolan.”

“That is the name of your city?”

“Correct, and we should arrive within a few weeks. Try to rest, and we shall reach it soon.”

As promised, both halflings crossed the desert and eventually reached a dense forest. Whereas Hamara seemed relatively unmoved from the change of scenery, Tioja would often stare in every direction to admire the unfamiliar sights. “Everything is so green!”

Hamara chuckled with politeness as the horse cleverly dodged rogue branches and rocks on uneven ground. “I find it quite amusing you would feel awed by such an ordinary thing.”

“Not at all! I have seen the olive trees on the city’s outskirts grow over time. Not even the fields turn into this radiant color during the wet season!”

“Orsenmuray was close to the southern border of the Elf Kingdom. I recall playing in the snow quite a handful of times as a child.”

“Amazing! I have never been allowed to fly to the mountaintops near Almjarhad to see the snow. What is it like?”

“Cold, wet, and fluffy when it is fresh. You might see it for yourself in Murdorhiolan if you are lucky. Your sheltered life has made me think about my own upbringing. I initially felt the same way when we first reached Almjarhad and saw the ocean for the first time. Until the hardships began due to the relentless food shortages.” A venomous hiss escaped Hamara’s lips upon saying this final statement.

“Why didn’t you stay in Almjarhad and say hello to everyone?”

Any tint of emotion vanished from Hamara’s face. “While I harbor no ill towards Jarahad, my home is in Murdorhiolan. If you stay there long enough, you will no longer miss the city that abandoned you.”

Hamara’s disconcerting warning prompted Tioja to observe her sword better. The hilt was decorated with gold leaves, which struck him as odd. Hamara never learned to fence when she lived in Almjarhad and dedicated her life to being a simple housewife. Part of him wanted to satiate his curiosity, but his mother’s current sodden mood was a hint to avoid any touchy topics. He had plenty of time to ask once they arrived.

As the steed marched on, the forest slowly thinned into a series of mountains intertwined with rivers. Awed from this display of color and freshwater, Tioja marveled from these new sights and the sounds of birds he had never heard before.

Insects sometimes zoomed past his face, and the tenacity of mosquitos living so far away from his birth city felt marvelous in an unusual way. Not that Hamara seemed to care about his joy. Hamara seldom bothered to speak to her son, and only focused on reaching their destination. Whether it was because Hamara was always this unapproachable or she was concerned about miscreants, Tioja never addressed these concerns.

For the first time in ages, their horse ceased trampling on ferns and bushes to throttle on a paved stone road. Before Tioja could inquire about this unexpected work of masonry, Hamara spoke for the first time that day. “We are getting closer to the first human settlements that surround Murdorhiolan.”

“That is nice to hear, mum. Did the humans build this?”

“Of course not, silly! We did... with magic.”

While Tioja didn’t find it odd that an earth mage built this road, it perplexed him Hamara’s kin would assist humans. During the years Tioja lived in Almjarhad, Jarahad never bothered to help improve the neighboring human settlements. The paved road to Almjarhad vanished a few miles after the uninhabited mountain chain that separated the city from the peninsula ended. “Mother, did the humans ask for your help?”

“Not exactly. We protect these lands from criminals, and the humans help us doing various things. Such as grow livestock, or deal with that human king,” Hamara’s eyes sharpened without revealing the true meaning around her second statement.

Tioja considered it best to avoid prodding her mother about that topic further. Doing so was wise because Hamara’s mood continued souring as they reached an area where the paved road stopped out of nowhere. Hamara clutched him closer to her embrace. “Stay alert and don’t let go. I promise to protect you.” With a swift jerk, Hamara commanded her steed, and it whisked them across the path in a frantic gallop. Concerned about this odd turn of events, Tioja heard a shrill sound fast approaching them.

Hamara growled at once. “Bloody cowards.” Her right hand fumbled for something while her left continued guiding the horse at full speed. More shrill sounds echoed from afar, forcing her to draw her sword and slice passing arrows heading their way.

Realizing the humans in this area were hostile, Tioja hid his face in Hamara’s chest and prayed they would escape unharmed. After a few desperate minutes, the horse decelerated and was now walking at a relaxed pace while heaving from exhaustion.

Knowing the danger had passed, Hamara spoke the instant the horse was now pacing on a paved road. “Sorry about that scare. The humans in the village continue to be hostile to us and they recognized my horse. From this point on, our voyage will be uneventful.”

True to her word, Tioja eventually regained his confidence and peered from Hamara’s cloak. They were now crossing a medium sized human city with unusual wooden log dwellings. An unfamiliar human language was spoken and most of the humans had the same skin color as his father Jamad. It never even occurred to Tioja humans could have pale skin. What gawked him further was the odd sight of humans with red air. “Look mom! I see a woman with fire in her hair!”

Hamara had recovered her joviality and spoke. “Elves and harlequins cannot have red hair. It is not a common hair color, but you will occasionally see it in this region. You will soon get used to seeing humans with blue eyes as well. Everything will become normal the longer you live with us.”

As the sun began to set, they finally reached a towering stone wall that was carved from one of the hills. This stone had intricate statues of humans and harlequins in various poses. Some of the fields had livestock that were being guided beyond fearsome gigantic wooden doors.

Before Tioja could ask further, Hamara confirmed his suspicions. “Humans farm some of our food because we don’t like living in the sun. Cows supply our city with ample amounts of blood to keep us alive, and we have developed our own blood wine recipes that cater more to our taste. I am certain you will enjoy drinking our wine very much. Let us go inside.”

Crowds saluted Hamara and a few halflings bowed in her presence. Mindful of Hamara’s political position, Tioja avoided saluting anyone and let her do everything. Their horse took a different detour from the main tunnel the livestock were going as the last rays of sunlight became replaced by odd green lights. The shift in light made Tioja furrow his eyebrows. “Mother, where are the animals going?”

Hamara remained adamant as they ambled past stone ramps inside tunnels large enough to carry dozens of armed carriages at once. “Almjarhad has defenses, too, you know.”

This was a strange response. “Earth mages did community service by moving the rocks on the bay further into the sea so enemy ships couldn’t dock without permission. But I don’t understand. Cows are not rocks!”

“Silly child. Murdorhiolan needs a lot of food to feed all of us. The main gate has many hidden layers of reinforced steel that will be difficult to destroy even with harlequin magic. The tunnels are, in fact, a complex maze with hidden traps. Enemies that try to invade our city risk bumping into hidden guard posts and getting ambushed.”

“So, if we are attacked, we won’t starve?”

“Yes, Tio. We also have underground fish reservoirs along with freshwater shrimp farms. Most of our meat comes from seafood. With time, you will learn the design of our city without feeling lost. For the time being, you should travel with a chaperone to avoid falling into a trap and hurting yourself.”

They passed through a series of dizzying tunnels with the ever-constant presence of guard posts watching them with keen eyes. With each minute, Hamara’s demeanor became haughtier, and it was little surprise why. Murdorhiolan was a vast cavernous city constructed in a maze of caves of varying shapes and sizes. There were dozens of ponds imbued with colorful fish that dazzled Tioja’s eyes with their fluorescent exoskeletons. Unusual flat plants peppered the walls in ethereal greenish lights and countless lamps offered subdued greenish visibility to their surroundings. After a while, Tioja’s initial fears of the outdoors during the day were soon forgotten as he gawked at the shapes and sizes of the city’s dwellings, perfectly manicured streets that offered a large berth for Hamara’s steed and inhabitants that saluted them with overt enthusiasm. The air had a spicy odor Tioja was incapable of pinpointing. He was soon convinced Jamad’s stories about the filthiness of harlequin cities were more a reflection of his intolerance than something based in truth. So, his heart jumped a beat from excitement as the horse approached the castle at the heart of the city.

Murdorhiolan Palace was three times larger than Almjarhad Castle, with an octagonal star shaped structure of dark stone with pillars that glittered in the artificial lighting of the city. Balconies with large windows adorned every wall. Unlike the modest patio of Almjarhad Palace, this castle boasted large fields in every direction covered in more fluorescent lichen and fishponds. Servants were alerted long ago about Hamara’s arrival and stood side by side in a seemingly endless row to salute their queen. Soon enough, the steed reached the entrance where Hurrujat was awaiting with glee.

While Tioja expected the harlequin to have aged over the years, it was startling to see the facial tumor covering Hurrujat’s entire right eye, which had to be enucleated.

Hurrujat now walked with a cane that jittered from instability and pain. Despite the discomfort, his unpleasing face was imbued with the smile Tioja had always remembered growing up. “My love! Blessed the gods that the seer’s prediction had come true! You’ve finally brought my son home!”

“My... son?” Clamminess covered Tioja’s hands as Hamara set him down, and he tried his best to kowtow before the city’s ruler. Assuming the greeting was due to a linguistic mistake, Tioja spoke in the Almjarhad pidgin language with stoic politeness. “I am honored to be granted refuge in your city, Lord Hurrujat. I am pleased to meet you after so many years and hope my company is not a hindrance to your hospitality.”

“Nonsense, my boy! I always felt terrible when you rejected my wife’s offer to accompany us to our home. The only reason I didn’t pressure you at the time was due to Lord Jarahad’s command regarding the underage citizens. I am proud to announce in front of my people that I officially recognize you as my adoptive son. From now on, you will be treated like my own blood and will someday govern this city alongside your brother.”

Upon hearing such an outrageous speech, Tioja lifted his head and gawked at the sight. Before his mind could process anything, Hamara hugged him with all her might. “Yes, Tioja. The little guy standing next to my husband is your younger brother Gulraj.”
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JAMARNID

Screeches echoed in the vast stone hallways that morning. Taking advantage there weren’t any planned meetings in the throne room today, a grin imbued Jamarnid’s face as a servant pushed his wheelchair.

Soon enough, the chair reached a metallic device installed on the wall beneath the dim glow of a ceiling sphere. The servant removed the hatch with deftness, and a glass tube emitting pure green energy was now visible in the middle of the crevice.

Mana imbued Jamarnid’s body, and the stone bracelet dangling on his left wrist made a tiny phantom beast appear on the servant’s hand. Jamarnid’s Lusenia possessed a humanoid face, wolf torso, paws, and lizard hind legs. The miniature variant of his summoned beast was devoid of spikes on its tail and seemed almost like a cute, albeit odd, pet. Its eyes were a dull black because Jamarnid was not in meditation.

Even though the temptation to steal mana was great, the servant would never risk insulting the vassal Grey Clan Leader and current ruler of Almjarhad. With care, the servant placed the phantom beast next to the glass device, and mana energy was soon lured inside by an electromagnetic attraction.

As the device absorbed more mana, their surroundings became brighter. Within a few moments, the passage was almost as brilliant as walking outside during the day.

Jamarnid cleared his voice as his beast vanished. “Let’s reach the third level.”

With a polite bow, the servant locked the hatch, grasped the chair’s handles, and turned it around. To make Almjarhad Castle wheelchair accessible, it possessed a unique architectural design akin to harlequin tastes. The circular-shaped building had the entire middle as the colossal throne room, which could be occasionally observed below from a few scant windows. The portion of the building facing outside contained the common rooms. Nestled in between had beige stone hallways wide enough to accommodate Jamarnid’s wheelchair and passersby.

Only the highest levels of the castle had windows in the hallways, which meant artificial lighting was needed to maintain proper visibility in the lower levels. When the castle was first built, they used regular torches. This was no longer the case. Ever since the dock was inaugurated more than 10 years ago, commerce with the Elf Kingdom was now possible.

Every few weeks, Jamarnid visited each lamp in the palace to reignite the mana lamps as part of his self-professed community service duty. Doing so always gave him a sense of satisfaction he seldom felt.

Among designing a castle that felt appealing to their harlequin allies, architects devised building interlocking wheelchair-accessible ramps and regular staircases to reach each level. A visitor had to walk to the other side of the building to make everything fit. Ramps and staircases were built right next to the hallways facing the lateral rooms. These cramped crannies ended up being converted into storage rooms.

Thanks to Jamarnid’s mana, this ramp was well illuminated, albeit the brightness of the lights diminished with each step towards the third level, whose lighting device was running low on mana.

After donating mana to the third-level lighting device, Jamarnid turned around. His face became imbued with a slight frown. Jarahad, the son he illegally procreated with a human-harlequin noblewoman 100 years ago, was rushing off with a stumbling stride and a forlorn expression.

Usually, Jarahad was very mindful of saluting his father and only ignored him whenever there were urgent matters in the city he helped rule. Jarahad’s facial expression hinted at an overt of aloofness. Was it possible Jarahad was thinking about the lover that rejected his hand in marriage?

Jamarnid shook his head. His son was an adult halfling elf with an exceptional sense of morals. There was no way he was off to beg the seer once again for her hand in marriage. Perhaps it was something else...

Soon enough, a male elf dressed in elegant blue silk sleeping robes was prancing on the hallways while brushing his blond hair. Under normal circumstances, Jamarnid would have felt compelled to berate the passerby for waking up so late. As the true heir to the Grey Clan, Sharad enjoyed a myriad of privileges, including being exempt from Jamarnid’s ire.

“Good afternoon, Lord Sharad.”

Like usual, Sharad’s freckled face had a mist of dreaminess. His bright blue eyes glistened upon recollection, and both pureblood elves stared at each other: Sharad with curiosity and Jamarnid with intrigue. “Oh, hi, Uncle Jamarnid. Hey, did you notice my cousin is acting strange today?”

For some odd reason, whatever Sharad lacked in common sense was compensated with a keenness about people’s inner feelings. Taking advantage he had free time, Jamarnid spoke. “Would you like to have a chat in my office? A merchant brought a bottle of high-quality rice wine from the kingdom.”

Upon hearing the invitation, Sharad nodded with overt enthusiasm.

As it was, Jamarnid’s office was located on his level, so the servant didn’t have to waste much time pushing the wheelchair in the right direction. Now that the new dock made it cheaper to buy wood from abroad, Sharad had spent the better portion of the past 15 years building doors for the entire castle.

Jamarnid tended to be prickly about many things. Any design that reminded Jamarnid of the Äimite guard he betrayed or his deceased lover Chandrice was out of the question.

Left with few sensible options, Sharad carved a rather abstract motif of the kingdom’s capital for his office. The nondescript shapes from his scant childhood memories had Master Lord Salman’s palace looming on top of a towering mountain in the distance.

The door creaked open, prompting a smirk on Sharad’s face as he stormed in front of Jamarnid without caring about being impolite. “I think someone needs to put oil in that door.”

Jamarnid nodded without showing insult. “The weather has been very humid these past few months. Rust must have affected the handles in the entire castle. I’ll order servants to assess the damage and make appropriate repairs to satisfy you, my Lord.”

Sharad barely batted an eye at the strange politeness coming from Jamarnid, who usually barked orders and insults at everyone. Rummaging through the wooden shelf filled with books, Sharad first compulsively tapped on the wood and then spent more than a minute studying it. A smile covered his face upon spotting one random book with leather binding. “Oh wow! I can’t believe a merchant sold you this book!”

Jamarnid smiled as the servant placed his wheelchair on the other side of the desk and fetched for the wine bottle without uttering a word. “Merchants sold me a few books in the sacred Elvish tongue. Most of the books are complete rubbish. Some illiterate idiot must have bought whatever they could find in a trash bin, assuming I should feel grateful to finally read books in my birth tongue. That book is special. It is a first edition of the Elven Priestess novel series. I cannot sense anything, but my son Jarahad told me there are still scant traces of magic on the pages to preserve the paper.”

With resolute eagerness, Sharad fumbled through the pages and gawked at the elegant cursive Elvish script with archaic words that were no longer in everyday use. He then plopped on an adjacent chair with red leather cushions. “How old is this book anyways? Several words in it seem sort of old fashioned.”

“I wouldn’t be certain either. Soremin believes it is at least 2000 years old. Perhaps mages used a spell to preserve the paper so it didn’t get ruined. I presume this is why the pages seem almost brand new. I still can’t believe the merchants sold it to me for such a puny fee. It took every fiber of my being to maintain a blank expression while I fumbled through the pages.”

Sharad soon felt bored and returned the book to the shelf. There was plenty of time to read it when most of his mind was too allured by the tempting offer to enjoy some rice wine.

The instant Sharad held the cup of the transparent liquid in his hand, he spent a few minutes smelling it, and tears welled from his eyes upon recalling painful memories he tried to suppress. After savoring a sip, a whimper escaped his lips until he swallowed it in one huge gulp. “Thank you so much for this, Uncle. I...”

Jamarnid smiled with kindness. “You know better than anyone I am not allowed to drink alcohol. Yes, you will tell me I am no longer a guard and can break the rules. But it has become a crucial part of my self-identity, and I still cannot fathom wearing clothing with any color. Feel free to share the wine with Jarahad.”

Sharad’s blue eyes blinked upon hearing the name.

Taking advantage of the flurry of emotions, Jamarnid approached this delicate subject. “You have become closer to my son over the past few years. My servants have told me you drink in the privacy of his bedroom and talk about all sorts of topics. And no, I do not feel insulted you are doing those things.” Jamarnid’s face became sterner. “My son has been acting strange. This isn’t like the times he fawns over that useless woman Talgel. Has he shared some clues with you?”

“Um... well... I am glad you have wanted to talk to me about this, Uncle Jamarnid. I can feel his vibes sometimes, and they are just, well... Jarahad is crawling into a dark crevice of self-hatred, and I don’t think it’s because he’s jealous I sometimes flirt with his girlfriend.”

Jamarnid’s black eyebrows twitched in an unconscious reaction. Knowing the answer depended on not getting angry at Sharad, Jamarnid took advantage of his military training to remain impassive during the interrogation. “Yes, it is certainly something else. What do you think?”

After having another sip of wine, Sharad’s head compulsively tilted both ways. “Maybe he feels angry about the way you treated Tioja. I told you he is awesome, and his magic was not harming anyone. Talgel keeps assuring me that Tioja is doing fine in the harlequin city. I want to visit him and apologize for not being supportive enough.”

“What?! You want to risk your life by leaving the protection of this city?! The Äimite guard could ambush you! If you believe you have the right to abuse your power and risk your life, I am sorry to inform you that Äimite guards are authorized to tie up their masters and keep them under lockdown if their lives are in danger!”

“Ugh, you just never listen! This is why Jarahad has such a hard time being honest with you! I don’t have a death wish and have always left the city accompanied by bodyguards, just like all the pureblood elves. Maybe if you weren’t so hot-headed and miserable, Tioja would have stayed in the castle until he mastered his magic.”

“What? Master his magic? Maybe you were too busy doing carpentry in your private quarters to have paid any attention, but his phantom beast destroyed several palm trees! At least half of the city’s inhabitants were present when it happened!”

“Well, why didn’t you train him? You always blabber to everyone about your glory days as a member of Salman’s guard. Yet you never did anything to help Tio! If you had even the smallest modicum of decency, you would have taken advantage of your training and helped him!”

“How do you expect me to teach a mage when I no longer have legs and hands?”

Jamarnid’s latest tirade made the temple veins on Sharad’s frustrated face to pulsate while he tensed his fists. Knowing it would be pointless to continue arguing with his uncle, Sharad shook his head and marched away without even bothering to finish his wine.

Relentless pounding filled Jamarnid’s chest from the realization he had just insulted the only inhabitant of the city he truly respected. It filled his heart with shame. His dark green eyes stared at the cup of wine on his desk and muttered to himself. “He didn’t even bother to finish my gift.”

Countered with the conundrum, the servant knelt before Jamarnid and spoke in formal Elvish without staring at his face. “Do you have any orders regarding this beverage, my Lord?”

Usually, Jamarnid would have felt tempted to swat the servant. Today would be different. After the shame wore off, Jamarnid relaxed his hands. “I’ll drink it and order you to not divulge what happened to anyone.”

***
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SEVERAL DAYS PASSED by, and Sharad soon regained his usual carefree demeanor. While Jamarnid drew a sigh of relief because Sharad forgave him, this didn’t solve the issue regarding his son’s elusive behavior.

Given that he would never beg Talgel for help, Jamarnid had no choice but to visit the city's only inhabitant he trusted. Now that Almjarhad’s worst food and water shortages had been solved, even the streets reaching the city’s outskirts on top of the hillsides were pavemented, so the servant didn’t suffer too much pushing his wheelchair to Almjarhad Temple.

While Soremin’s residence was small compared to most temples of the Elf Kingdom, the recent bout of prosperity in the city made it possible to build several more structures with the architectural techniques of the kingdom that were interconnected with wooden ramps.

After pushing the wheelchair on a ramp, the servant changed into indoor walking slippers, and they continued venturing inside. “Head Priest Soremin might be in his living quarters right now, my Lord.”

Jamarnid nodded. “Fine, let’s go there first.”

Whether it was coincidence or fate, Jarahad was departing the room. Like the other day, he wandered off without even noticing his father was there.

A male pureblood elf with wavy chestnut brown hair and white priestly robes was standing by the doorway. “Good day, my friend. Need a hand?”

A timid smile imbued Jamarnid’s face. “Always. Mind if I come inside for a private conversation?”

Soremin’s room reflected his simple outward persona: square, clean, and bright. As the only building emulating authentic Elvish architecture in the city, the three straw mat floor panels had an asymmetric shape: a long one engulfing half of the room and two square ones sharing the other half. Harlequins believed the elves were superstitious regarding their aversion toward symmetrical flooring panels, and Jamarnid couldn’t care less. He felt such a rudimentary decoration in his closest friend’s otherwise empty living quarters was proof the priest knew the most righteous path.

The instant the servant left both elves alone, Jamarnid spoke sternly. “Do you know what is bothering my son?”

Soremin’s eyes sharpened as he stared at Jamarnid’s face. “Yes, he confessed the truth. I have offered him forgiveness for his sin. No, I am under no moral obligation to share anything with you because I risk breaking my oath to the gods.”

“Huh? What...” Jamarnid shook his head at once. “Why can’t he tell me? I’m his father and would do anything for him!”

“Jarahad knows this, but he cannot tell you. He is honor bound to keep it a secret for the rest of his life.”

Unlike most people, Soremin tended to get to the point with a relaxed demeanor when he spoke to Jamarnid. Whether it was because they had known each other their entire lives or his priestly training, Soremin’s riddles were designed to make the person guess the correct one so that he didn’t have to lie.

The last figment of anger evaporated from Jamarnid, and his shoulders slumped against his chair. “This must be related to Jarahad’s sword training. Those disgusting harlequins did something to him, and he is honor-bound to suffer alone. I told him he didn’t have to get initiated!”

Soremin strutted a few steps forward and his arms embraced his friend in a soft hug. “Talgel is the reason why Jarahad became initiated.”

“What? That horrid woman did this?” Waves of emotions churned deep inside as Jamarnid’s arms longed for release, only to feel the priest’s firm embrace enveloping his body until the last inch of anger melted away into tired defeat and tears covered his face.

Soremin’s voice faltered for a few moments as he spoke. “I urge you to forgive Talgel for this one offense. There must be a reason why she begged Hurrujat to lend the sword to your son instead of taking it away when they left. If our city ends up attacked, Jarahad might be our only hope. Have some faith in her predictions, my dearest friend.”
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Chapter 3
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TIOJA

Gulraj enchanted and mesmerized Tioja the instant he saw his younger half-brother for the first time. The scrawny bald child with lanky knees and a handsome angular face smiled effusively as he stared at Tioja’s strange eyes. “Mother is correct! We are brothers!”

“Huh?”

Hamara knelt before Gulraj and caressed his face. “Gulraj, my dear, your brother cannot speak our sacred tongue. Why don’t you speak to him in Elvish?”

“I am sorry, older brother. Can you understand me now?”

“You speak Elvish with a strange accent. It sounds, um... like the slithering of a serpent,” Tioja pondered out loud.

Hamara beamed even more. “Harlequin is less guttural than Elvish with stronger intonations of specific consonants. Some sounds are prolonged, and the tongue position causes a rather stuttered effect when native Harlequin speakers switch to Elvish.”

This strange confession confused Tioja even more as he stared at the handful of eager harlequins in every direction. “Is that how you communicate in this city? Doesn’t everyone use the Elvish of Almjarhad?”

Gulraj’s strikingly sharp teeth became visible as he smiled, prompting Tioja to squeak in fear. “His Lordship Hurrujat wants us to know how to speak ancient Elvish so that the tongue is not lost. I sometimes hear the adult half-bloods speak in a strange tongue from your birth city, and I don’t understand them.”

Hoping for answers, Hamara smiled with endearment. “The Almjarhad tongue has no value to us. Human merchants from this region can’t understand the strange words, and we want our children to primarily speak Harlequin. The adult halflings speak Elvish, and we encourage them to use it with their children because they have the right to embrace their mixed ancestry. Gulraj speaks Elvish very well, so feel free to ask him questions and start learning Harlequin. I can guarantee he is a great teacher.”

“Why are you wasting your time talking in the street? Please come to your home,” Hurrujat commanded.

Servants pushed the towering dark wooden gates open and Tioja was bombarded by a dazzling sight. The entrance of this palace eagerly welcomed him with polished dark stone floors that glowed in an array of green and violet hues.

Empty arched windows decorated with glowing vegetation in the ridges were intertwined with gigantic Corinthian pillars. Circular steel supporting beams that were covered in small threaded green lights that seemed to shimmer and dance in the ceiling above.

Speaking of which, the entrance had a ceiling covered in glowing paint depicting intricate geometric shapes intertwined with shiny mosaics jewels that displayed a beautiful rainbow far above. This entrance was met by two identical staircases characterized by more dark stone masonry, odd green lights that granted perfect visibility and sharp turns as both staircases met on a second floor that vanished into several hallways.

Hurrujat limped ahead as Hamara held him in a tight embrace. Gulraj was meanwhile walking backwards while he stared at his face nonstop with a huge smile. Unlike Tioja, Gulraj was dressed in a beautiful velvet robe that covered most of his body while his blue sash belt shimmered wherever he went. Gulraj couldn’t resist the temptation much longer. “Tioja, you will accompany me to the bathhouse of my home so that you are ready for dinner.”

“I... uhh...” Flummoxed, Tioja tugged his modest shirt that was now covered in grime and sweat. “I apologize for arriving to your home with dirty robes. I could use my water magic to clean this.”

“Ho, ho, ho, ho! Nonsense, my boy! You will never wear those filthy rags ever again! For tonight, I ordered my servants to give you  some robes that might not fit you perfectly. My servants will take your measurements, and you will have a brand-new wardrobe in no time!”

Embarrassed by Hurrujat’s offer, Tioja whimpered even thinking about it. “Please don’t spend your money on me, my Lord. I would be glad to work somewhere and pay my keep.”

Gulraj raised his thin eyebrows from the comment. Confused, he rushed to his mom’s side. “My brother wants to be a servant. Is that what he said?”

Hamara stood in front of another staircase and looked upwards. “I will bathe in my bedroom. Your brother will show you the rest of the way. From now on, your life as a pathetic peasant is old history. Tomorrow, you will have a free day to spend alongside Gulraj. Once you have settled down, tutors will give you much-needed lessons. You will be so busy learning about your new duties that you will forget you were an elf in the first place. Now, go on and we’ll see you at the dinner table.”

The bath was not all that different from the months Tioja spent in Almjarhad Palace. He first scrubbed himself clean while a few servant observed him with overt curiosity. Gulraj watched everything he did and laughed for odd reasons. After tossing a bucket of perfumed water on his head, Tioja was about to return to the dressing room when Gulraj grabbed his wrist. “Now enter the bath!”

“I already washed myself and am ready for dinner.”

“No, you are not! Elves taught my father how to relax in warm water, and now you will too!”

Tioja’s pleas went unheard, and servants let Gulraj pull Tioja who tried covering his body with a towel to a large octagonal bathtub that glowed in the dark. Concerned this was a potion that would kill him, Tioja tried to resist Gulraj’s constant pulling. Only to end up tossed unceremoniously in the water at the very end. What stroke Tioja to be odd was how warm and soothing this water was. It glowed and the walls were covered in even more jewel mosaic paintings in every direction. Some servants remained at a safe distance and the soothing sound of a flute reverberated in every direction. Whether this was magic or not, the combination of exhaustion from the voyage, the new city and the emotional first meeting with his younger half-brother prompted Tioja to relax his shoulders.

An ever-inquisitive Gulraj sat nearby, careful not to get his own robes wet. “I already had my bath today, so you’ll have to enjoy this alone.”

“Why are you wasting so much water?”

Gulraj didn’t understand what Tioja meant with that. “We have plenty of water in this city. Isn’t there an ocean next to Almjarhad?”

“Well, yes. But you can’t drink or bathe in saltwater. Freshwater is precious and we only bathe with limited amounts of it. This is sinful.”

Flustered about Tioja’s odd comment, Gulraj stomped outside at once, leaving him alone to his inner thoughts.

By the time Tioja was dressed in a loose suit that resembled Gulraj’s attire at the dining room, Gulraj had already forgotten about his rude comment. Chances are Hamara talked to him in private. Feeling shy, Tioja sat next to Gulraj in the large rectangular dark stone table while his mother and Hurrujat were already slurping a strange soup. “What is that?”

Hamara lifted her face and stared at Tioja with incredulity. “The servants prepared mushroom soup. Eat it.”

Taken aback by Hamara’s rudeness, Tioja complied and marveled at the spicy earthiness of this unusual new dish. There was something else that was hard to pinpoint at first. Soon enough, Tioja’s suspicions were confirmed when he started munching on something that reminded
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