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NO SOUND ESCAPED from inside the tent. “What do you think’s goin’ on with Gar and his new woman?”

“You dolt, Berx, she ain’t no woman! She’s an elf and ain’t no good going to come from his takin’ on an elf,” Dergh said, his voice trembling.

“What you talkin’ about Dergh? We didn’t take her. It was her idea to go with Gar.”

“She only agreed to go to save them brats.”

“That may be, but she did agree. Anyways are you ‘fraid some scrawny little elf’s gonna sneak up on you and tickle yer toes?” said Berx with a belly laugh. “What’s there to be ‘fraid of? We handled them other two that was with her no problem,” he said. He snapped his fingers.

“Sure we had ‘em outnumbered ten to one and they was tryin’ to protect them brats. Now there’s just the three of us. The elven forest is only a few days from here.” Dergh shook his head. “We shoulda left with the rest of the clan.”

“Gar’s paying us good money to stay behind. Besides, he’s our clan leader and we does what he tells us to do.”

Nodding, Dergh replied, “So we do, but Gar’s gonna get us both killed because of her. Mark my words Berx. You don’t wanna mess with elves.”

“Them other two wasn’t so tough.”

“Yeah, but elves has magic, Berx,” replied a wide-eyed Dergh.

“Maybe they does and maybe they doesn’t, but I ain’t seen no magic that kept me from bashin’ their heads in.” Berx grinned. “And if they’s so magical, then why did she agree to be Gar’s woman, eh, Dergh? I’ll tell ya why, ‘cause they ain’t got no magic, that’s why. Don’t believe all them stories you hear Dergh.” Berx let loose another belly laugh.

The tent flap opened and Gar stepped out. “What’s so funny, Berx?”

“Uh, nothin’ Chief, uh, me and Dergh was just wonderin’ when we’d be packin’ up. That’s all. You know anxious to get home and spend our loot.” To emphasize his point Berx nervously tapped a leather pouch hanging from his belt.

“A little wine, women, and song for you, eh Berx?” Gar asked.

“Uh yeah, that’s it, Chief. Just wantin’ to get back and enjoy some good times,” said a relieved Berx.

“Well, you’re in luck, Berx. I’m done here. Now pack up everything.”

“Eh, what about her?” Berx asked. He pointed over his shoulder toward the tent.

“She’s mine! If either of you dogs so much as touches her I’ll cut your livers out and stuff ‘em down yer throats! You even look at her and it’ll cost you an eye. Is that clear?” Wide-eyed and slack-jawed, both men nodded. “Good, now break camp. I’ll take care of her.” With that, Gar pulled the flap aside and went back inside the tent.

“Curse you, Berx! You tryin’ to get us both gutted like fish?”

“Oh piss off, Dergh.”

It was the last thing Berx ever said. He heard a whistling sound and fell to the ground with green feathers in his mouth and the remainder of the arrow protruding from the back of his helm.

Stunned, at the fall of his comrade Dergh spun in the direction he thought the arrow came from. Again there was a whistling sound and like Berx, Dergh fell to the ground. The only difference being that he had feathers buried in his ear.

The attack was so swift that neither man managed so much as a whimper.

Inside the tent, Gar didn’t hear either of his men hit the ground. He was too busy staring at her. She had entered a trance-like state two days ago, after he’d sent the children south with the rest of the clan. She still lay motionless on the ground. Only the slight rise and fall of her chest indicated she was alive. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. After all, he’d honored his word to her. He’d kept his men from killing the kids, but he’d promised nothing beyond that. The children would fetch a good price in the slave markets of Knome. This raid had produced few spoils and she couldn’t expect him to deprive his men further.

Regardless, he’d tarried here too long. He covered her up – no sense in giving Berx or Dergh any ideas. He’d paid Dergh and Berx a little extra to remain behind, but having her was worth the price. As the clan leader, he could afford the few coins it took to buy those two. Now that she was safe from their eyes he could use their help with his gear. Without taking his eyes off her he yelled, “Berx, Dergh, you lazy curs get in here now!”

When neither showed his anger rose, “You sons of sheep-herders (a most heinous insult to a plains barbarian) get in here now or I’ll skin the both of you, alive!”

A few moments passed and still nothing. Something was wrong. Berx and Dergh didn’t have the brains of a sheep between them, but they were loyal Red Lion clan warriors. They would sooner die than disobey their clan leader.

Gar went to the back of the tent, strapped on his fighting harness and unsheathed his twin falcatas. He took a re-curved sword in each hand and pressed his two fists together in front of his face. He stared into the red-jeweled eyes of the lion’s head hilts and summoned his battle lust. The hilts returned his anger with a piercing red glow. His heartbeat quickened as the rage coursed through his veins and into every muscle of his battle-hardened body. Effortlessly, he spun each blade in alternating circular patterns faster and faster as the battle lust infused his senses. The blades became extensions of his arms. When he passed through the tent flap and stepped outside he didn’t even notice the corpses of Berx and Dergh sprawled on the ground.

He heard the whistle of an arrow flying toward him. Instinctively, he whirled and swept his blades in an arc in front of his body. With a flick of his wrist, the left blade caught the tip of the arrow and deflected it mere inches from his face. He barely noticed. Moments later, another arrow ricocheted off his right blade and struck the ground, its green feathers quivering. He was a whirling dervish, spinning and slashing with his blades effortlessly knocking his opponent’s arrows out of the air.

In his full battle rage, no human archer could touch him. Unfortunately for Gar, his foe was no human. The third arrow sailed between the two spinning blades and caught the clan chief of the Red Lions in his left eye. The tip of the green feathered arrow broke through the back of Gar’s head and was lost in the tangled mane of his red hair.
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OUT OF THE corner of his eye, Toran glimpsed the yellow glow of the floating will-o-wisp. He silently hit the ground and rolled underneath a fallen tree, where his teammates Gavan and Rista were already hiding. The wisp hovered over the tree for a moment then veered away from them.

Rista whispered, “Finek’s getting better with his magic. His wisp nearly found us.”

“Ahh, but it didn’t. Now’s our chance to get him to lead us to Kaley and Temel,” Toran whispered.

The others listened to Toran, who despite being the youngest always led the group in their mock battles. He pointed to Rista. “You circle to the right and Gavan you go to the left.”

“What are you going to do?” Rista asked.

“I’ll go straight ahead and flush him out.”

“What if he doesn’t flush?” Gavan asked.

“Don’t worry, he will.” Toran smiled broadly. Seeing Rista furrow her brow, he dropped his grin. “I’m not going to hurt him. I’m just going to spook him a little. You know how jumpy he is.” Rista and Gavan both nodded. “After his will-o-wisp gives him the all-clear, I’ll sneak up on him and scare him. He’ll run like a rabbit straight to Kaley and Temel. We’ll follow him and capture them all.”

Reassured Rista and Gavan nodded and slipped off as Toran suggested.

Using the training from his Uncle Eldan, Toran crawled silently out from under the tree and followed the faint glow of the will-o-wisp through the forest. He moved almost invisibly from tree to tree always keeping the wisp in view. Finally, after zigging and zagging through the forest he saw the wisp stop in front of a small brown-haired elfling.

Finek raised his hands to the wisp, careful not to touch it.

Toran heard him command the wisp to report. He watched as the diminutive elfling continued to gesture with his hands. The wisp bobbed up and down in reply.

Toran snuck behind Finek and lost sight of the wisp. Energy coursed through his body and his muscles twitched with excitement. Using his Uncle’s techniques, he concentrated on slowing his breathing and releasing the energy in his overly tense muscles. He needed to wait until Finek dismissed the wisp before he charged. His agitation growing by the second, Toran watched for Finek’s dismissal gesture.

Oblivious to Toran, Finek took in the wisp’s report. It had found no sign of Toran or the others. He prepared to dismiss it but was distracted when a butterfly flew between him and the wisp. Without thinking he swatted at it with his hand.

Toran’s exhilaration reached a fevered pitch, every fiber in his being screamed to attack the apprentice mage. Unblinking, he stared at the mage waiting for Finek’s hand wave to dismiss the tiny demon. Then he saw it, more of a swat than a wave, but it was a dismissive hand gesture. Toran released his control, and like a dam burst energy flooded his muscles. He leapt from the brush and raced toward Finek, screaming a loud war cry at the top of his lungs.

Just as planned, his sudden appearance startled Finek. Already distracted by the butterfly, Toran’s charge shattered the young sorcerer’s concentration. Sensing an opportunity, the wisp broke free. It tripled in size and turned into a blazing ball of fire burning Finek’s hands.

Finek screamed as the wisp’s flames seared his flesh. Paralyzed with fear, he stood as the wisp floated toward him. All he could do was continue to scream. His harmless spy was now an uncontrolled fiery demon. Its heat burned his face and singed his hair. Still unable to move, his robes began to smolder and smoke.

Seeing his friend about to be immolated, Toran launched himself at Finek, tackling him to the ground. The impact of their landing knocked Finek unconscious. Toran popped up quicker than a cat. He drew his knife and picked up a stout branch. Without hesitation, he defended his friend from the fiery fiend. He swung the branch in broad sweeping strokes following up with rapid thrusts from his knife.

Dancing over the fallen form of his friend, Toran fought the flaming wisp letting his battle frenzy take complete control. He succeeded in saving his friend but was burned multiple times. The battle settled into a pattern as the wisp bobbed back and forth dodging his attacks. Determined to finish the fiend, Toran feinted with the branch and lunged with his knife. Unfortunately for Toran and Finek, the wisp anticipated his ploy. It zipped up then quickly shot back down catching the back of Toran’s knife-hand. The fiend’s firey touch scorched Toran’s hand. He dropped the knife. It fell point first, slicing through Finek’s robes, gashing his leg. Blood flowed freely onto the ground.

Toran roared with anger as his battle rage consumed him. Quicker than even the demon wisp could move, he swung the branch through the air. He scored a direct hit. The wisp flew across the clearing. It crashed into a tree. Its fire extinguished, it slumped to the ground.

Toran’s battle lust urged him toward the wounded wisp. His branch was still burning from its impact with the creature. Half-way there he remembered his fallen friend. He looked at the wisp. It lay inert at the base of the tree. Satisfied it was no longer a threat he regained control of his anger and turned back to help Finek.

He knelt at his friend’s side and examined Finek’s wounds. In addition to the burns, there were multiple bruises from Toran’s tackle, including a nasty one on Finek’s head. Then Toran saw his knife buried in Finek’s thigh.

Toran pulled the knife out of his friend’s leg and blood began to flow freely from the gash. He quickly tore Finek’s robes and bound the wound.

Just as he began, Kaley and Temel ran into the clearing. Both were holding stout quarterstaffs. Kaley yelled, “Toran, get away from him!”

Toran ignored her and finished tying off the wound.

“Get away from him now, or—”

“Or what Temel, you’ll bash me on the head with your staff,” Toran replied.

“Seriously, Toran, you need to step back. You’ve done enough already,” Kaley said.

“What are you talking about? I’ve just saved his leg!”

“We heard your battle cry. We saw you take your knife out of his leg. We know that you attacked him. Rista and Gavan already told us about your plan to scare him. Obviously, you lost control again, only this time you nearly killed Finek. Now do as Kaley says and back away from him, you round-eared half-breed,” Temel said.

Toran felt his anger rise again at being called a half-breed. The fact that it was true only made it hurt more. However, his elven control won out. “You’ve both got this all wrong. I did jump him, but only to scare him. I didn’t see he still had his wisp. He must’ve lost control of it. It attacked him and I fought it off. How else do you think I got all of these burns?” Toran made a show of his burned arms and hand.

Both of them looked at Toran skeptically. “I knocked it across the clearing with a branch and it hit that tree,” Toran said. He pointed across the clearing.

Temel arched his eyebrows. “You hit a wisp with a tree branch?”

Toran nodded. “It’s right over there by that tree if you don’t believe me.”

“I don’t see any wisp. Do you Kaley?” Kaley shook her head.

“It was there a minute ago,” Toran said.

“Even if I believed that you could do that,” clearly he didn’t, “where is the wisp now?” Temel asked.

“How should I know, it must’ve gone back to wherever wisps come from. I’m not a sorcerer.”

“How convenient for you,” Temel said.

“Just what do you mean by that Temel?” Toran asked.

“What I mean by that is that we hear your half-breed battle cry followed closely by Finek’s panicked screams. When we get here, we find Finek unconscious on the ground and you removing your knife from his leg. When caught in the act, you claim to have fought off a wisp with a tree branch.” Temel chuckled. “And yet we can find no evidence of a wisp. Does that paint a clear enough picture for you?”

“You think I did this to Finek? You can’t be serious!”

Temel just smiled.

Kaley said, “Well you’ve got to admit it looks a bit suspicious.”

Before Toran could respond Rista appeared with the healer Calahn and several other elves. Calahn knelt by Finek. He examined his wounds and told the two elves, who came with him to make a litter and carry Finek back to the village.

“How is he?” Toran asked.

“I’m not going to lie to you. He’s in rough shape. While his burns look bad, they’re mostly superficial. The more serious wounds are the ones to his head and leg. I’ll know more once I get him back and tend to him properly,” Calahn said.
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“UNCLE ELDAN, WHY is the council taking so long? I didn’t hurt Finek.” His uncle raised his eyebrows and stared at him. Toran replied, “All right I did tackle Finek, but only to keep the wisp from burning him. The wisp knocked my knife from my hand. I’ve got the burns to prove it.” Toran held the back of his hand up to his uncle, who nodded. “The way it landed was just bad luck. You believe me, don’t you?” Toran pleaded.

His Uncle lowered his eyebrows. “Of course I believe you.”

“Why won’t anyone else?”

“Oh, some do. Allia believes you, but she is only one member of the council. I’m sure that others believe you’re telling the truth as well. But this isn’t about the truth.”

“Huh?”

“Toran, what are the three tenets of elven society?”

“Life, logic, and truth,” Toran answered.

“Yes, that’s the ideal, but in practice, it’s somewhat different.”

“What do you mean?”

“We like to think of ourselves as living those ideals, but in reality, we sometimes fall short. Things like prestige, vanity, and honor, warp our interpretation of the tenets. What did Temel call you when he found you?”

Toran frowned. “A round-eared half-breed.”

“Do you know why he called you that?”

“Because it’s true?”

“Yes, it is, but that’s not why he said it. He called you a half-breed because ... well because he’s a bigot.”

Toran raised an eyebrow and looked at his uncle questioningly.

“I’m afraid he’s not alone. I’d guess that most of the elves in the forest are bigots. Maybe not as overt as Temel and his father Gilvan, but in their hearts, they’re convinced that elves, pure elves, are superior to the other races.”

Toran raised his eyebrow higher. “But we always help the other races. Isn’t that what my mother was doing when she died?”

“Yes, we can be very generous toward the other races. So long as we don’t have to acknowledge them as equals. As for my sister, well she was the exception to the rule.”

“I know. She died trying to help men who’d been attacked by the barbarians.”

After a long delay, Eldan finally replied, “Yes, that’s true, but it’s not the whole truth.”

“What do you mean? Are you saying she was a racist just like Temel and his father?”

“No, no, of course not. Your mother lived the tenets like no other elf. That was her downfall.” Eldan paused for a moment. “Your mother and two other elves, Eriah and Kori, were traveling with several human families when they were attacked by a barbarian raiding party.”

Toran interrupted, “I know this story Uncle Eldan. Eriah, Kori, and my mom were all killed defending the humans. It happened when I was a baby.”

“That’s not exactly what happened. Eriah and Kori were both killed defending the humans, but your mother survived the attack. She surrendered to the barbarians.”

“Are you saying my mother’s still alive or that she was a coward, or what?” Toran asked.

“Neither. Your mother not only lived our tenets, but she also sacrificed herself for them.”

“You said she surrendered.” Eldan nodded. Toran shook his head. “I don’t understand how she could do that and live the tenets.”

“She surrendered herself to Gar the chieftain of the raiding barbarian clan. In exchange for becoming his consort, he agreed not to kill the human children who survived the attack.”

Toran shook his head in disbelief.

“She did it to save the lives of the children, but there’s more that you need to know.” Eldan paused to make sure his nephew was listening. “Have you ever wondered why you have so much trouble controlling your rage, or why you’re so much bigger and stronger than your friends?”

“I just assumed it came from my father.”

“Yes, it does, but have you ever wondered who he was?”

Of course, he’d spent many nights wondering who his real father was, but it was pointless. All he’d ever been told was that his father had died, too. Showing remarkable restraint he replied, “Sure.”

“Well, now you know,” his uncle replied.

His uncle often answered him in riddles. It was sort of a game they played with each other. But this riddle was no game. After a few moments, Toran raised his eyebrows. “Are you saying Gar was my father? That I’m half barbarian?” As much as he longed to know who his father was, he did not want this to be the answer.

Eldan nodded.

“Whoever told you this must have lied. It can’t be true! I’m not a barbarian.” If it was true, then Temel was right! He wasn’t civilized. He didn’t belong in the Elven forest.

“No, Toran, you are not a barbarian. However, I assure you it’s the truth. I know because your mother was not only my sister. She was also my twin.”

Toran stared into his uncle’s eyes and knew that he spoke the truth. Elven twins shared a strong empathic connection. Some were even rumored to be telepathically linked. “My mother told you, didn’t she?”

“No, she tried to hide it from me. But even though I was many leagues away I could hear and feel her anguish. I saw what she endured, through her own eyes.” Tears rolled down his uncle’s face. Eldan ignored them. “I abandoned everything and raced to free her from . . . your father. I saved her body, but I was too late to save her soul. I brought her back here to the forest. With Calahn, I kept your mother alive until you were born. Shortly after you arrived she died.”

Mixed emotions raced through Toran’s mind. He didn’t want to believe his uncle, but he knew it must be true. It certainly explained his unnatural skills and his battle rage. “Why are you telling me this now? Will it help me in front of the council?”

“No, the council already knows. Many members were opposed to letting you stay in the forest, even when you were a baby. Now that you are of age they will use this unfortunate incident against you.”

“Allia’s not like that.” Eldan nodded. “She’ll do the right thing. The council won’t oppose her,” Toran said.

“Gilvan has most of the council under his sway. I don’t know if even Allia can rally enough support to defeat him.”

“What’s going to happen then?”

Before his uncle could answer Allia entered the room.

“Has the council reached a decision?” Eldan asked.

“Yes,” she replied. Toran sensed defeat in her voice.

“Have I been banished?”

“No.”

At the news, Toran smiled and hugged his uncle. Only when his uncle released him did he notice that Allia was not celebrating his victory. “Why so glum?” he asked the senior council member.

“Allia, what aren’t you telling us?” his uncle added.

“Gilvan outmaneuvered me with the council,” she replied.

“What do you mean? I did hear you correctly; I’m not banished, right?” Allia nodded. “Then you won, didn’t you?”

“I anticipated his call to banish you and lined up enough support to defeat it. What I didn’t anticipate was the strength of the bigotry in our people. After losing the banishment vote he proposed that you be shunned.”

“Shunned?” Toran asked.

“It is an ancient custom. It stems from our tribal beginnings, pre-dating our great kingdoms and their downfall.” At the mention of their lost realms, she paused for a moment, before continuing. “You will be allowed to stay in the Elven forest, but no one will recognize you.”

“I’m not sure I understand. What do you mean they won’t recognize me? I’ve lived here my entire life.”

“It will be as if you do not exist. After sundown tonight, any elf who interacts with you will be subject to the council’s discipline.”

“The cowards lacked the courage to banish you outright!” his uncle exclaimed.

“I’m afraid that Eldan is right. I’m sorry that I have failed you,” Allia said.
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A WEEK AFTER leaving the forest, Toran passed through the small hamlet of Norcote. Nothing identified it as such, but it matched the description his Uncle Eldan had given him, two homesteads on the left and one on the right side of the path. It was also the point where the path widened and became a road.

Following the road, Toran passed through larger hamlets and even a few villages. On the evening of the fifth day out of Norcote, he caught his first glimpse of Eridan. The center of the city was surrounded by a high wall with towers. He could see that the road he was following wound its way to the main gate in the city wall. Outside the wall was a patchwork of farms, shops, and other buildings whose function he could only guess. Despite being a middle-sized city, it seemed huge to Toran, who’d never seen more than a few hundred elves in one place.

He decided to bed down for the night and enter the city in the morning. Excited and unable to sleep, he replayed his farewell conversation with his uncle over in his head.

“Uncle Eldan?”

“Yes, Toran,” his uncle replied.

“I’ve never been outside the forest. Where shall I go?”

“Wherever you want, but I suggest you go to Eridan. Elves are not unknown there. So even if someone recognizes you as elven, I doubt they will give you more than a second look.”

“There’s got to be a better reason to go there than their indifference toward elves.”

“Of course, I spent some time in Eridan before you were born. I still have friends there, friends, who will help you. I’ve written you a letter of introduction.” His uncle took out a piece of parchment, folded it, and placed it in an envelope. He tilted a candle over the envelope, spilling white wax onto it. Then he reached into his pocket and took out a seal, which he pressed into the warm wax. He handed the envelope to Toran, who absently put it in his pack.

“Go to the Knife and Cat tavern in the city’s red district and give the letter to the barkeep named Bendan. He’s a balding man with a ridiculously large mustache.”

“And what else should I do?”

“Nothing, Bendan will take care of everything. Now that you know where you’re going, I thought you could use some help along the way.”

“You’re coming with me?” Toran shouted excitedly.

“No, I’ll be staying here in the forest. I’m afraid that Gilvan’s victory will only encourage him to more mischief and Allia needs as many allies as she can get.”

The look on his uncle’s face confirmed Toran’s long-held suspicion that there was more than friendship between his uncle and the councilwoman. While Toran pondered that, his uncle walked to the back of the room and rummaged through an old trunk.

“I’ve hidden
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