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Chapter 1
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JAMARNID

(the past)

“We execute Äimite guards for five reasons. Do you recall them?”

“Y...es, my Master.” Jamarnid stopped scribbling on the sheet of paper and lifted his head to stare at the elegantly dressed elf whose face was beautiful and malefic. Salman had been waiting for this moment for the past few months. It seemed like he wanted to prolong the condemned black-haired elf’s humiliation until the bitter end. Jamarnid set the quiver on the silver scroll and stared at the cursive Elvish script letters of his unfinished will. It was strange for him to wear white cotton robes, which only prolonged his lingering feeling of defeat. This is just another reminder that he was no longer considered a guard before being condemned to death today.

Salman soon grew impatient from Jamarnid’s indecision. His manicured nails tapped the armrest of his throne on the grand patio with voracious impatience. “Have the guards been torturing you so much during your stay in Eurfouyr Prison that you forgot how to speak when your Master and owner asked you a simple question? Now, answer me!”

Jamarnid shuddered the instant Salman’s clenched fist pounded against the armrest. Part of him felt guilty that he couldn’t stand up and place an ointment on the fresh bruise Salman had on his hand to numb the pain. Despite the dire situation he ended up in, he appreciated the ruling Elf King and would always remain loyal to him. He spoke in a soft yet audible voice. “The five capital crimes of the Äimite Guard are: desertion, murder of the commander of the guard without justification, purposeful injuries of the Master or their offspring, impregnation with the Master or any of the officially recognized blood heirs, and....” His voice jittered from the shame.

Instead of showing insult, Salman rubbed his injured hand and grinned. “You were a well-behaved guard ever since you proclaimed your oath and never suffered from a flogging for any infractions. I still can’t believe you would fall for such a vile-looking whore.”

Laughter invaded the patio from every direction. Jamarnid caught a brief glimpse of Lord Serumo, the current ruler of the Grey Clan, and his distant cousin at the same time. The blond elf adorned in grey silk robes and a small hat sighed, showing no other emotion. The constant and almost imperceptible shifting of his feet implied the only hint of his true thoughts. Was he nervous about being labeled the mockery of the kingdom because of his imprudence, or did he have to show a small modicum of respect?

“You worthless bastard! Damn you and your debauchery!” A tall blond elf wearing grey silk robes pointed his finger at Jamarnid.

It did not surprise Jamarnid his nephew Hormandra would exert such a blatant display of impoliteness. Serumo was meanwhile drumming his fingers with increased ferocity than before.

Seeing Jamarnid was unwilling to continue speaking, a medium-height elf with unruly medium-length brown hair stood forward. As commander of the guard, Lord Ferhyr wore the Äimite Guard’s most elegant ceremonial uniform, and a velvet half cape that covered his black leather armor with a silver chain. He spoke in a stern and condescending tone of voice. “You forgot to add the rule where we also execute our kind if they breed with someone who isn’t an elf.”

The laughter and jeers only grew louder as Jamarnid closed his dark green eyes because they condemned him for this very reason. He hunched his back and tears fell from his eyes.

Joviality embraced Salman today. “I can’t believe it! Why did you throw away a promising career as one of my prized servants to sleep with a pitiful peasant? Ooh, but before you dare speak your mind, I wish to further stress to our beloved guests that you didn’t fall in love with an elf. A pity because there are plenty of delightful women in our civilized nation.”

Hormandra’s laughter echoed the loudest among the public, prompting Serumo to tug his oldest son’s sleeve in the hopes he’d stop embarrassing him.

Salman gloated even more. “I might have even felt a small pang of respect if you had slept with a human instead. Humans don’t allure me, but Lord Yureha’s fiancée Selina was suitable enough to merit my explicit blessing for their upcoming marriage next year. Foolish love-struck Jamarnid of the Grey Clan. You just had to stoop to the lowest denominator possible and impregnate a filthy harlequin!”

Discreetly, Jamarnid’s eyes fluttered upon hearing this statement. He never expected Chandrice to possess demonic ancestry. On all accounts, save for her hazel eyes that sometimes glowed in the sun and darker skin, she looked like an ordinary human.

Ferhyr’s restlessness increased as the sun lowered on the horizon and lifted his arm. The patio fell silent. Unlike Salman, he avoided revealing anything that resembled mockery and felt more of a tint of utter disdain for the condemned elf. “Lord Jamarnid, I bet you wonder why your captors let you suffer in your metallic prison cell for so long. The autumn foliage is proof we are on the 8th day of the Chartreuse month. In the common human calendar, today is the 15th of November.”

Silence permeated the patio while Ferhyr granted Jamarnid sufficient time to understand why they left him agonizing until that moment. He closed his eyes and tried to recall the fated day he found out Chandrice was pregnant. She should have been killed when she confessed the truth. If only he had done it! He could have claimed her death was in self-defense or some other viable excuse. Jamarnid was certain he saw a dagger hidden beneath Chandrice’s clothes. Love and wistful thinking prevailed, and he tried to smuggle her through the border.

It would have been cruel to cause undue suffering to the future mother of an unwanted hybrid elf in hostile lands. This was also his only choice. Chandrice could not give birth to a hybrid elf in the kingdom as a foreigner without eliciting unwanted attention from border agents. 

Disaster met his good intentions when their attempts to flee the country failed because of a scrupulous ranger. Customs agents recognized the black stone ring adorning his right hand that marked him as a guard. Like a fool, Jamarnid claimed Chandrice was a petty criminal, and he was only smuggling her across the border out of pity. It was a bold move, but pointless because she didn’t have an arrest warrant. They quenched his hopes of avoiding the death penalty on the day of his trial. Dragged into Salman’s throne room like a caged animal, his heart sunk at the sight of Chandrice’s protruding belly which guaranteed his sentence.

Jamarnid lifted his head and stared at Salman’s cold blue eyes. “They left me alive until the child was born. Am I correct?”

Salman nodded with a sinister grin. “Like Ferhyr said, you are clever, but hopelessly foolish. I even had a few bets with some guards. Whoever guessed the date of your child’s birth would earn the honor of being your two executioners.”

Two guards stood forward. The guard standing to the right was a rare red-haired elf with countless freckles and a perfectly groomed mustache. Solid proof of the guard’s human ancestry, which made him mortal.

It didn’t take Jamarnid very long to recognize the second executioner. Tall, muscular and wearing his blond hair in a ponytail. His commanding presence complemented a handsome but hardened face that screamed for respect. “This is going to be real fun. Been ages since I last executed one of my kin.”

Jamarnid shivered when he heard Froylan’s baritone voice. There was no doubt Froylan was going to enjoy every minute of his execution. This observation prompted Jamarnid to examine him further, and a small gasp escaped his lips. For some unexplained reason, Froylan wasn’t wearing his short cape like usual.

Another two guards soon arrived and gave the lucky executioners polished black masks with devilish horns. After fastening the masks, now all Jamarnid could see were their eyes that stared at him with equal revulsion.

Salman spoke once again. “In case you are wondering, the child was not born in my palace. Even though I had a vested interest in confirming its lineage, polluting these sacred grounds with its existence would be unacceptable. I had qualified medics tending to your lover to ensure she remained alive at all costs during her incarceration in Lord Serumo’s palace. Given you were once a member of the nobility class of his clan, your lover should feel glad she spent her house arrest in relative comfort. Well, until we confirmed the child’s identity and issued your long-awaited death warrant,” a snicker escaped his lips.

Jamarnid sighed with a strange sense of relief. Even though he would have loved to see his child and Chandrice one last time, perhaps it was better that she didn’t see him die. After glimpsing his will, he initially wanted to apologize to his clan for bringing them shame by straying from the oath he proudly took.

Pleased with the brief apology, Jamarnid hoped Lord Serumo treated Chandrice well during her ordeal. Most likely the poor child would end up as a social pariah. At least Serumo would provide some help until the infant died from old age.

A tint of determination prompted Jamarnid to write one last request on his will on Chandrice’s behalf. Jamarnid finished writing and placed it on the table. Even though he wished he could delay his death, stalling his execution would entice Commander Ferhyr to rip his will apart in retribution.

Feeling convinced everyone had stopped wasting time, Ferhyr turned towards Salman. “Shall we begin, Master Lord Salman?”

It didn’t even take Salman a second before he rested on the chair and nodded in agreement. “You may proceed.”

Ferhyr then lifted his arm. “Begin the execution!”

Several guards took the small wooden table away, and guards ripped away Jamarnid’s white execution tunic, revealing a skimpy white cotton loincloth. Jamarnid shivered from the icy wind caressing his exposed skin.

With acute dexterity, Lord Einman’s phantom beast that was placed inside Jamarnid’s body dug into the recesses of his mind to control his body’s movements. The elf gritted his teeth at the mental strain of the invisible force that burned alien thoughts into his mind.

Jamarnid felt huge respect for Einman’s immense talent in manipulating his body as he knelt before a granite stone tablet and offered his hands. Saliva gurgled into his throat.

As the two masked executioners approached him while carrying a pair of hammers, only one thought entered his mind. Anyone in his dire situation would presume he was afraid of the impending pain or sadness of shaming their family.

No, the only thing occupying Jamarnid’s mind was the relentless tapping of Serumo’s feet. Was his distant cousin afraid of watching him suffer? That was a logical possibility, which Jamarnid couldn’t care much about. He would be dead in a few minutes, so it no longer mattered.

Ferhyr’s dreaded voice boomed in every direction. “First, we must smash the convict’s fingers who wielded his sword against his oath!”

Jamarnid shut his eyes and felt the small pair of hammers crush his fingers. He expected the pain and screeched as silently as possible to avoid giving Froylan the increased joy of hearing his complaints. Out of a morbid sense of curiosity, he opened his eyes to see the damage done. Instead of severing his fingers like Jamarnid expected, the executioners were careful to maim his hands without detaching them.

Before Jamarnid processed the pain, Ferhyr spoke once again.

“Second, we must smash the convict’s feet who must not feel the earth of our land that his actions tainted!”

Jamarnid’s shoulder trembled when he felt both guards aiming their small hammers for his feet. On this occasion, they were more forceful, and he collapsed to the ground from the sheer brutality of the blow.

“Why aren’t you begging for mercy, Jamarnid? Do you want us to maim your limbs in disorder? Been a long time since a guard was last executed by the Puppet Man Method. There are always ways to move things around a bit.”

Jamarnid bit his tongue and vowed to avoid falling for Froylan’s taunt. Let him enjoy depriving him of that one tidbit of fulfillment. Froylan wasn’t the commander, so he had few moral qualms about ignoring him.

Salman chuckled when he heard that. “No wonder you are my favorite, Froylan dearest. As long as he suffers in agony from his limbs being crushed into pieces while we still have some sunlight, I see no qualms to... move things around a little.”

Ferhyr instantly gasped. “My Master! I don’t care if you have a preference towards one of my men over me. We shouldn’t be wasting any more time! You know fully well Jamarnid must die before it is nightfall!”

The warning only inflated Salman’s ego as a cunning grin invaded his face. “What blatant nonsense you say! I know his death warrant will become voided the second the sun vanishes. And then I would have to let him scamper off for that crime. I also know nothing stops me from writing an edict to have him decapitated whenever I feel like it. Froylan, I give you the right to smash his limbs; however, you see fit.”

Froylan chuckled because Salman had just given him his blessing.

Jamarnid couldn’t believe it. Being executed by the Puppet Man Method was not objectionable because he accepted his guilt. Even more so because with his ruined body, he was good as dead anyway. Perhaps a talented medic could save his hands, but not his feet. Jamarnid shut his eyes and hoped Froylan would purposely choose his hip so he could die of hemorrhagic shock as soon as possible.

Froylan strode to the table which held several pairs of increasingly large hammers. His hands had a hard time choosing which of them he should select. Froylan garnered a sick eagerness reminiscent of a child about to squish an ant.

The second executioner growled at once and grabbed the second smallest hammer to abide by tradition. “Senior Lord Froylan, what in the hell are you thinking?” 

“I thought I had garnered more respect since the Master promoted me to a senior position. Seems like I need to take you under my wing. I need to snap that sense of disobedience from your system, Lord Barmor.”

Barmor stared at the hordes of elves gossiping in the distance. It was hard to discern what the guests were saying because of the relentless pounding of ceremonial drums. It only heightened his desire to stick to the original plan. “The Master told you to crush him however you see fit, but I will follow the tradition of the guard. My Master condemned Lord Jamarnid, not you. Upon his death, Jamarnid will be pardoned and buried dressed in his uniform like any other guard.”

Mocking laughter escaped Froylan’s lips. “Look at you! Huffing like a puffer fish while you parrot complete nonsense in front of me! It sure looks like I will need to assign you to serve under me once this is over.”

Barmor seemed unfazed by the threat and stood even taller than before. “Whatever Serumo’s clan does after Lord Jamarnid dies is not our concern.” With those words said, Barmor aimed the second hammer at Jamarnid’s wrists.

While Barmor wasted time arguing with Froylan, the assistant guards had already turned Jamarnid around and placed his four limbs on top of clean slabs of stone.

Froylan opted to aim for Jamarnid’s left shin. It only infuriated Barmor even more that Froylan selected a medium-sized hammer instead of a larger one out of spite. Given Salman gave Froylan his verbal blessing to alter the tradition, Barmor preferred to focus on his gruesome task.

Ferhyr smirked as he spoke again while trying to ignore Froylan’s blatant disobedience. “Third, we must smash the convict’s wrists who will never punch the air again!”

Whereas Barmor followed Ferhyr’s command, Froylan viciously aimed for the shin to guarantee the scream he wanted so much from Jamarnid. It was bad enough that Jamarnid felt his right wrist crumble into pieces. Worse, Froylan was so demeaning in the angle of his swing that Jamarnid couldn’t take it anymore and yelped.

Froylan laughed hysterically at once. “My little plan to make you suffer worked pretty well.” Without bothering to wait for the order, Froylan smashed Jamarnid’s remaining wrist with the same weapon and rushed off to get the next hammer.

Both guards soon returned. Before Ferhyr ushered his command, Froylan smashed both of Jamarnid’s kneecaps. The unfortunate guard stammered an inaudible insult as he gasped at the pain.

A crash of metal soon ensued when Barmor dropped his hammer to the ground and stood forward to protest. “Why are you insulting everyone like this?”

Froylan couldn’t care less about Barmor’s complaints. “We must fulfill the execution before the sun sets. Unlike you, I would prefer that Jamarnid dies from blood loss over decapitation. Go write a letter to a senior guard to complain, not that I care too much.”

As Jamarnid tried to fathom the pain and sorrow he felt, two last strokes on his ankles severed his feet apart. To hell with his pride at this point. Jamarnid screamed as loud as he could. The pounding of both drums stopped, and the patio fell silent.

“Please show mercy for his lordship!”

After Jamarnid recovered from the initial surge of pain, he turned his head around. Serumo was standing while he trembled nonstop when he realized what he had just done.

Froylan was not in the least pleased. “Begging for a condemned elf’s life, Serumo? Want to join him? Or are you only buying some more time?”

Serumo’s jitteriness only increased without wishing to address the commander.

Serumo’s charade did not convince Salman. “You care about your kin. Too late to save him, I am afraid. Would you prefer to switch places and have Jamarnid live the rest of his days as a clan leader? Oh wait, I forgot! A permanently maimed clan leader!”

Jamarnid’s consciousness evaded him. While everyone wasted their time arguing, the injury to his legs was causing significant blood loss. Soon he will pass out, and none of this will matter anymore. 

“You’re wrong!” A determined Hormandra stood dangerously close to the protective barrier field. With a circular motion of his arm, mana invaded his body. White feathery appendages appeared on Hormandra’s forearm, which extended and clashed against the silvery barrier field, causing white electrical sparks to shoot in the ground.

The guards nearby gasped at once. “That nobleelf has found a weakness in the barrier field!”

Ferhyr’s voice sounded distant but more desperate than before. “Arrest that traitor and continue with the execution before it’s too late!”

Jamarnid tried to focus, but it was increasingly difficult because of his injuries. He heard yelling, the summoning of countless phantom beasts, screams, and yells.

Froylan couldn’t resist the temptation to fight with more opponents and charged ahead while he summoned fire magic.

The more sensible Barmor stood forward with the giant hammer aiming at Jamarnid’s face. Tear droplets fell from the bottom of the mask. “Forgive me for skipping to the end, but they have left me with no other choice.”

Jamarnid hoped Serumo and Hormandra didn’t end up being decapitated for stalling his execution because he felt ready to go.

Instead of having the guard smash his skull to death, something else happened. The hammer crashed against the ground, and Barmor fell right in front of him. Shards of the porcelain mask broke in half upon Barmor’s fall and revealed an inert expression on the guard’s face.

Blood spewed on the ground, and Jamarnid soon realized something: Barmor was dead, and it looked like Serumo sent someone to rescue him. But who just killed his executioner, and for what purpose?

“Sorry that we are late, my Lord! My name is Garlas, and I have arrived to rescue you from your horrible fate!” The stranger fastened something on Jamarnid’s legs that awakened him even further.

Jamarnid attempted to speak with difficulty. “A tourniquet? Leave me to die and flee while you still can, dear elf.”

Garlas covered his body with a wool coat and picked him up. “Eat this. It is a potion that will buy you time.” As if on cue, the mysterious man shoved something pasty and bitter into Jamarnid’s mouth that he reluctantly chewed to speak. He then felt a jolt into the air, accompanied by a chilly breeze. Jamarnid’s green eyes opened wide when he realized the paste was helping him recover consciousness somehow.

It did little to numb the agonizing pain in Jamarnid’s body. There was something wrong with his anonymous rescuer. They were flying in the sky towards the looming night, yet Jamarnid couldn’t feel any mana. 

That was when reality hit: Garlas not only flew in the air without using a phantom beast, there was something odd about his rescuer.

While the darkness and blood loss made it difficult to see the man’s face, his eyes glowed a bright pink hue. It was then when Jamarnid realized something: Garlas was most likely a harlequin, and he came to the Elf Kingdom to save his life at all costs.
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TALGEL

Talgel was an elf of exquisite beauty intermixed with an allure of mystery. As the seer of Almjarhad, it was her duty to foresee any adverse events and prevent them from happening at all costs. She was a mortal elf with harlequin ancestry, colloquially known as a halfling.

Just like most halflings, her skin had a medium sepia tone, glossy grey hair, which she wore in an assortment of hairstyles, and a penchant for wearing salient jewelry.

What always draws people’s attention when they see her is nothing above. Whether a person saw her in the street or from far off, the masquerade mask only revealed a sinister grin on her crimson lips and the twitches of her pointy nose. Was the mask gold with gems? Or did it have feathers? Neither option would matter; each person let their imagination fill in the blanks.

Why would anyone care whether the mask had a doo-daw or a knick-knack? The only actual embellishment that mattered was in Talgel’s eyes. At one time, they were a deep red that glittered flickers in the sun.

Whenever an observant was paying any proper attention, they’d realize there was no figment of a soul in that vacant expression. Her eyes never moved sideways nor vertically. They stared straight ahead with an impassive glare. Some people even believe Talgel never blinked, but the adornments of the mask made it difficult to discern whether this rumor was true.

On this day, Talgel was on a secret mission. Forfeiting an armed escort or delegating this task to anyone else went against common sense. Despite the dangers, Talgel would visit the neighboring nomadic settlement today alone.

“Don’t do it!”

Talgel shook her head as her unreadable masqueraded face stared absentmindedly at the busy dirt streets while red dust particles gusted everywhere. That was not her conscience; it was just another echo of Jarahad’s gruff voice. Sorrow imbued deep inside for hurting his feelings. Talgel will find a way to apologize later because she needed to perform this task alone. Such were her odd quirks. Not even Talgel could appreciate why her right hand clasped the dagger Jarahad gifted her just the other day. Only that a nagging feeling deep inside implied it would come in handy.

She fastened a sachet containing simple travel supplies on her back and a leather pouch with coins on her hip. Talgel passed through the endless bustle of the still primitive-looking town of Almjarhad, wearing her first-month grey rayon dress that flowed with the roaring wind and relentless summer heat.

“Lady Talgel, would you fancy a shawl?”

“Going on an errand to his lordship’s palace?”

With a polite nod, Talgel dismissed the good intentions of the villagers and scampered off. Her lithe figure drew the attention of some elves and even the rare harlequin daring to venture outside before the midday heat became too oppressive. Talgel soon reached the final tent on the outskirts. A vast cliff was looming ahead.

Talgel retrieved a crude walking stick from her belt with a heavy sigh. “Seems like I will need this.”

Her youth overcame weariness and pain as she ascended the mighty cliff that protected her doomed homeland. She will forever feel glad for her people’s magic because they maintained the dirt road flat. 

“And to think he would have had a fit if he knew I went alone.”

It was apparent what Talgel was referring to... or more precisely, who was in her thoughts. With a sigh, she tried to lock those pleasant thoughts away into the deepest recesses of her mind. This was no time for lamenting a romance with no future. She only knew she must travel this route on this exact date, and time was of the most critical essence. It mattered little whether her kin believed she was mad for embarking on a rather pointless journey. She had to do it at all costs.

With the constant taps of the walking stick, Talgel’s ascent meshed with the sound of wood clashing against the stone. This effort became intertwined with the blithering wind hitting her face and the heat, which worsened with each minute.

Soon enough, exhaustion forced Talgel to retrieve her water canister and sip its contents. The road eventually flattened as the hours passed with no sight of other merchants passing by. The temptation to sit down and rest was alluring, but Talgel heeded those nagging thoughts and ventured on.

“No time to waste. I must go.”

A blasting wind replaced the coastal humidity with its dryness and cold. It didn’t take long for Talgel to mumble in annoyance as she felt compelled to fasten her locks into a simple ponytail, and she continued pacing without rest.

When the path steadied into the thanklessly dead valleys ahead, Talgel hurried her pace even more. Even though she was careful not to suffer any falls, she never rested her weathered body while sweat fell from her temples. As the hours passed, Talgel counted each turn on the road. She heaved in stark relief when she reached the fourteenth turn on the right.

“I did it!”

Featured in this turn was a small pagoda with a stone table and some stools alongside the path. Wind continued bellowing in every direction. The simple structure had a ceiling of thatched sticks that shielded her from the rays above.

This time, Talgel placed the walking stick aside and hungrily feasted on her waterskin.

“Why, hello there, fellow traveler! Going to barter with the nomads?!”

A grin invaded Talgel’s mouth, and she perked from the source. Standing in front was a human with unremarkable features, filthy skin, sweaty rags, and a menacing face partially covered by a scarf.

“Good afternoon to you, too. The things I do are none of your concern, human traveler. What brings you to the brinks of Almjarhad?”

A sputter of saliva collided on the ground and hissed upon impact. The man jeered as he admired the delicate features of her body with a wicked grin. “You mutt skins sure love to take what is not yours. Invaded my ancestor’s lands so recently, and you have already given a name to your shantytown of refugees?”

Talgel straightened her back and grinned in defiance. “You spew hatred against the elves and harlequins that have lived in peace. And yet your short-term memory has forfeited something important. Your kind, who could not grow crops in the desert or flatten the rocks in the bay to dock ships, left these unforgiving lands abandoned. Likewise, if any tribes need to address their qualms regarding our theft of worthless lands, they are free to visit his lordship’s palace hall and barter an agreement.”

“Cut off the lies, you skank, and give me your money!” With a dagger drawn, Talgel surmised from the beginning this wanderer was up to no good. Just another pathetic bandit out of his luck.

Talgel remained seated and stared in his direction, her unusually glossy eyes reflecting the sunlight with an unnaturalness that was beyond distracting. “Guard your weapon and let me be. You still have a chance.”

“Like hell, you won’t! I’m gonna cut off those ruby eyes and feed them to the dogs!” With lightning speed, the man charged toward the unnerved elf with his dagger aimed at her right eye. Talgel remained immobile without flinching as the edge skidded from the surface and slid off her right cheek harmlessly.

Expecting to see a gash of blood spewing, the shock of being unable to harm the woman at all awed the man. “Impossible!” Without waiting for any explanations, his hand clutched the hilt and dared slash her left eye to the same effect. Talgel remained rather bored from the pitiful display. It irritated the man when her impassive face never blinked even once under the shielded mask from either attack.

“You realize that by attacking me, you have sealed your fate. There are no longer any paths you can follow except for the one of your prompt demise,” Talgel snarled.

The man observed his blade and soon laughed after confirming it remained as sharp as ever. “You may have some tricks under your sleeves, but I will kill you!”

“And yet you haven’t been able to steal my eyes.”

This taunt proved all too much. Instead of attacking Talgel’s crimson eyes that continued shining among the brief glimpses of sunlight offered by the pavilion’s roof, the bandit hurled his weapon instead at her forehead in the hopes of a swift kill. Unlike the past two offenses, Talgel tilted her back upon impact in a perfectly timed reflex reaction.

Instead of the crunching of Talgel’s skull, both parties heard a distinct sound instead: the cracking of fractured ceramic.

“What?”

With a grin that seemed almost unnatural, Talgel took the annoyance of standing upright and stepped forward. She purposely tilted her face to reveal two odd-looking eyes. They were indeed crimson, like most of her race, with white sclera and pupils reminiscent of cat eyes. But the better view afforded by the lifted eyelids offered the man a terrifying sight. Nestled on her forehead where the dagger hit its mark was a thin ceramic mask beneath the masquerade decoration while cracks splintered the mask into two. It ultimately fell to the ground with a loud thud.

A pool of blood intertwined with splinters lodged into her skin littered Talgel’s forehead from the impact, along with the eyes...

“Those are not eyes!” 

“Given you have ruined the face that an artisan friend of mine gifted me, I guess you can feast on the truth you had ignored the whole time we have been enjoying this fruitless endeavor.”

Without haste, Talgel removed the damaged parts of the mask that still clung to her face. Ceramic with mesh wiring crashed to the ground into pieces, followed by two glass eyeballs.

Standing before the man was an elf who had revealed her true self: a face unhindered by a meticulously crafted mask to hide her maimed appearance, aged far beyond the expected youth of her body, along with a pair of empty eye sockets.

The macabre discovery caused the man to toss the dagger to the ground and step backward. “You blood-sucking demons! So it is true your kind remove your eyes to eat them!”

It was only now that Talgel stood to her full height and her hand played with an ivory dagger hilt adorned with emeralds. Deviousness imbued a cruel grin onto Talgel’s bloodied face. “For a long time, I had a vision where I had to visit this place to meet a fool. The idiot brought shame to his tribe when he had his way with a teenage slave. A wealthy merchant brought her during an important visit. You became a man of no worth who was honor-bound to live his days in exile and become another pitiful thief to make ends meet. I have seen your life. I lived through the pain you did to that girl and how she felt so hopeless because fighting the tribe leader’s son would have garnered the death penalty.”

“Impossible! I never told this to anyone!”

Cruelty etched upon Talgel’s bloodied face. “Yes, I saw it. And I know what happened afterward. Perhaps you never found out, but the girl became pregnant with your child. As a token to appease the insulted tribe, your people liberated her. She ended up as your father’s newest wife. Her child is now occupying the place you lost. While relations with that tribe inevitably soured, there are hopes they might make amends someday. She didn’t get the life she expected, but your father has treated her well. You are suffering from the scabbing disease. How long has it been since you have last seen your face in a mirror, Yawad?”

The man gasped. A scarf hid part of his face that he pulled aside and felt the wound on his cheek. “How could you know all of this?”

“I have lost my eyes and gained something more. I may not always understand why I see the future of some individuals and not others. But I have answered my doubts regarding yours today. The only interesting thing about all of this is the fact you will be the first person who dies by my hand.”

“What?!” Before Yawad could flee or defend himself, Talgel rushed forward with a speed that seemed impossible and pressed her dagger against his heart. As life seeped through his wound, she twisted the dagger to spew even more blood and sped up his bitter end.

With his strength all but gone, Yawad collapsed on the sand and stared at her hollow eyes with welling tears. “How did you know?”

Talgel felt a pang of regret for not telling him why she knew she had to embark on this voyage on this specific day to kill a stranger. Seeing futures that offered better outcomes vanish from her target always caused a nasty aftertaste. It was one thing she never enjoyed about her unique gift.

Before Talgel could answer, Yawad was already dead. Talgel’s body movements soon became disjointed and forceful. Her hands rummaged on the ground and touched the round glass of one of her artificial eyes. She felt a layer of cracked shards on the entire surface.

“Darn, he is going to be pissed off. I ruined them.”

If there were any hints that Talgel was in a rush to visit the nomad market, her reluctance to get off the stool as she stared into the unremarkable landscape that afternoon was proof her trip was a sham from the very beginning. As nightfall was about to arrive, Talgel turned her head and sighed.

Rushing in her direction was a familiar dark-skinned male elf adorned with leather armor fastened above elegant grey robes as he rode in her direction by horseback. “Talgel!” As expected, he was being followed closely by several guards that shrieked at the gruesome sight.

There was no need for introductions. Talgel was certain Jarahad had just found out about her escapade and arrived too late to act as her hero in shining armor. She didn’t offer any resistance to his firm embrace as tears swelled from his eyes. All she could feel was the pounding of her heart.

“You are wounded!”

Talgel shoved him away with indifference. “Thank you for the dagger. It has proven to be useful.”

“Why didn’t you ask for an armed escort if you planned to visit the merchants today? I would have gladly come with you!”

It was the answer Talgel knew from the start would happen, but she had to do this alone. She averted his gaze and sighed. “There are a lot of events I will have to do that you and the others may not understand. Sometimes I will explain them to you. On other occasions, I must wait a very long time for them to happen on their own. I knew this day would arrive several years ago. I hoped to change the future so that you would suffer less heartache over my well-being. Please send my apologies to Daedoman. I believe I ruined the mask he crafted for me.”

Before she knew it, Jarahad didn’t waste a second lifting her into his embrace as they began the long voyage home by horseback. From the silence, it was undeniable proof she hurt Jarahad’s feelings, which only caused Talgel to feel a deep sense of dread. As much as she wanted to kiss his lips and tell him everything would be all right, she knew she couldn’t return his feelings. Knowing this harsh truth was far more painful than becoming blind.

Talgel’s actions warranted a chain reaction of consequences. It was something she expected, given her arrival with a bloodied face while in Jarahad’s company. The extent of his overreaction was still irritating to her.

Upon their first arrival, Almjarhad was a desolate bay with gold sand, a few palm trees, cacti, clay soil, and rugged dark stone. Deemed to be uninhabitable by humans because no potable water sources existed and the sea was impassable, the newcomers worked tirelessly to survive.

Twelve years had passed since their arrival. Instead of starvation, Almjarhad was now a dotted landscape of sloping hillsides with dozens of leather tents. Palm tree saplings had grown tall enough to offer coconuts while the constant stampedes well-trod the dirt roads. Further away from the slanted town center were rectangular stone water reservoirs with interconnecting tubes that reached the ocean. In the distance, citizens were bustling in the fields, growing various crops while livestock such as sheep and goats grazed.

At this time of year, there weren’t a lot of edible plants for the poor animals except for meddlesome thorny bushes. Deemed to be useless even as lumber, Talgel discovered long ago its flowers had a pleasant smell. Along with the goats, she was probably the only person who didn’t hate them.

As the only permanent building in the city so far, Almjarhad Palace was still in its early stages of construction. A planned domed roof atop the throne room remained exposed to the outdoor elements. The dry season was the best time of the year to construct the metallic skeleton. To shelter builders from the oppressive summer heat meant they had to work in the afternoon and early evening. As a result, a cacophony of pounding and metal invaded Talgel’s surroundings. Even though Talgel wished the pureblood harlequins could be more useful in building more durable structures, she didn’t mind her spartan living accommodations.

Jarahad brought her directly inside his unfinished stone palace. He rushed past the main entrance, where Talgel’s battered face prompted hushed murmurs from security guards. They entered a luxurious bedroom with colorful curtains rustling against the soothing wind. He then placed her on a low-rise stone bed covered in animal furs.

A smile invaded Talgel’s face as Jarahad caressed her forehead while she enjoyed the smell of his sweaty body. Lavender and mint permeated the air, and her hands touched a soft blanket made of a bear pelt. This brought back pleasant memories of her childhood when she lived in their last harlequin enclave. “You brought these belongings on purpose, so I can live here indefinitely.”

Jarahad’s voice trembled with doubt. “I would have never given this room to anyone else. A medic should arrive shortly to treat your wound, and you shall rest here for tonight.”

Jarahad stood up and walked away. Feeling lingering remorse, Talgel grasped his wrist, prompting him to turn around. His hand felt clammy in her weak grip. “I... I am sorry for hurting your feelings today, Jarahad. I just want you to know this.”

“Then why do you reject me?! I know you still harbor feelings for me!”

Talgel averted her gaze and sighed. She released her hand, and Jarahad turned around to stare at her. “I...”

“Stay away from my son, you mutt!”

A commanding and bitter voice beckoned both elves to stare at the entrance. Even though Talgel couldn’t see the newcomer, there was no need for introductions. A fair-skinned elf with long black hair had interrupted their moment of solitude. Pureblood elves were few among her people, but most lived in tents as ordinary peasants. The newcomer wore black sleeping robes that didn’t resemble the fashion style of the city’s mixed-blood inhabitants. He sat in a wheelchair with his lap covered by a thin cotton blanket while a servant pushed it around. His maimed fingers twitched in an unnatural direction.

Jarahad spoke in a colder tone of voice than before. “Why are you up so late, father?”

“Stop treating me like a child! I demand respect!”

Talgel hissed at once. “You’re the reason the kingdom exiled us, Jamarnid.”

It didn’t take long before Jarahad felt compelled to stand between his father and the woman who had just taunted him. With a tensed face, Jarahad bowed to the disabled elf immediately. “Please pardon Talgel’s blight. A criminal attacked her earlier today, and she became injured.”

Jamarnid grumbled and averted his penetrating gaze to focus on Jarahad. “Control the halflings of the clan if you wish to continue ruling it. I never asked to be saved, and you know it!”

As a servant ushered Jamarnid’s wheelchair away, Jarahad sighed in relief.

Talgel wasn’t convinced. “He isn’t the true ruler of our people.”

“Technically, nor am I,” Jarahad replied with dryness.

“Then if you are against the agreement, why doesn’t Sharad....”

“You know he has not opted to take my place, even though it is his birthright.”

“I understand. Perhaps it is for the best that the elf remains neutral. I just wished Jamarnid....”

“He could have ordered for your execution just a minute ago. Don’t continue pushing your luck any further by inciting his wrath. I know you don’t like him much, but he is the clan ruler.”

“That is a lot of nonsense! We are no longer ruled by the laws of the kingdom that abandoned us to our fate.”

“Perhaps. However, I still have faith in the customs of our ancestors.”

“But why? By living here, we have attained freedom never seen before in the history of our kind!” Talgel hollered.

Before Jarahad left the room, he stopped for a brief instant. “It’s the only thing that separates us from them.”

As Jarahad left her alone, Talgel knew he was referring to the harlequins.
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