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Hinrik hurt everywhere. Inside and outside. Bruises, wounds, those he was used to. The rest, not so much. The smell of blood was overwhelming and he had an awful taste in his mouth.

He forced his body to move and get off the ground, but his legs wouldn't sustain him, so he crawled towards the Ondan. He could hear and feel the river inside him. Luckily the battlefield wasn't too far from the river shore.

The crawling peeled off what was left of his chainmail and clothes, but there weren't any living human beings around to notice. Crows filled the air with their caws, but none had glided next to him. The damned birds obviously knew he was still alive even when he was passed out.

Hopefully Humans would think he was dead. Both friends and foes. He didn't think he could go through another battle and another defeat and another... aftermath at the hands of the bearded Varian soldiers.

He was thirsty but at the same time wanted to throw up. The river came in sight and he found new strength to reach it on all fours.

Water enveloped him and he closed his eyes. His face must be as bruised as his body, but the gentle current was like a healing balm, washing away the blood and dirt of the battlefield.

He thought about his faithful war stallion, a beautiful blue roan that now lay butchered under the walls of Moriana. The city had fallen to the enemy and was now part of the quickly expanding Varian Kingdom. The efforts of the Salamar army, to which he belonged, had been in vain.

Hinrik thought he'd let the river take care of him. Take him away. If he stayed in the current, he'd reach Salamar and by then he might have recovered enough to show himself to others. Or maybe he'd just let the river take him to the sea. 

For some reason, he knew he wouldn't drown. And even if he did, he was so hurt, he couldn't care less. He shivered, but not because the water was cold, more from a memory of what had been done to him.

He could feel the sun on his face and hear the birds in the trees along the shore as he floated like a log, trying to forget the past day. Or was it the day before? He had no idea how long he'd been out after the Varian soldiers assaulted him.

Much like a log, he bumped into a rock and opened his eyes. The walls of Moriana were somewhere upriver, hidden by the trees. The Ondan had gently brought him to the opposite shore in a safe, secluded spot. A weeping willow covered him and the water had given him back enough strength that he could finally sit up.

He checked old wounds and new bruises. The chainmail had spared him new cuts, but he still hurt and probably still bled somewhere. Sitting was still quite uncomfortable, so he lay down again.

Too much water usually hurt people's skin, but not him. For some reason water had healing powers over him. He could swim like a fish and couldn't be away from bodies of water – rivers, lakes – for a long time.

He stared at the leaves of the willow above him, wondering what he should do with himself. A defeated warrior left for dead – might be a good time to start a new life somewhere else. But he should get his things from his house in Salamar...

Flashes of the last battle and aftermath kept distracting him and made his thoughts scatter like scared rabbits. He wasn't strong enough to make a decision yet. He sighed as his stomach rumbled. He must be hungry too, but didn't dare ingest solid food at the moment.

So tired, so sick of it all... he slowly pushed himself back to the middle of the river and then underwater, trying to sink like a rock to the bottom of the Ondan. He could find peace there and stop the pain in his body and soul...

The river bottom was sandy and very soft. Hinrik closed his eyes and sighed.

His eyes popped open again. He sighed? Underwater?

He rose and looked around. He was breathing as if he were on the ground. He started to panic, but still no water was coming into his lungs.

And then an androgynous man came, swimming like an eel, wearing only a nacreous sleeveless tunic. No facial hair and hard to determine his age, but he had chestnut brown hair like Hinrik.

By then Hinrik's heart beat so fast, he thought it would stop. The swimmer stopped next to him and touched his face where he had felt a bruise.

"Oh, Hinrik, what have you done to yourself?" he asked, frowning in worry.

"I didn't do it myself," he snapped. "How do you know my name? How come I can speak underwater?"

Slowly the man smiled, a smile very similar to the one Hinrik saw in the mirror when he shaved.

"We weren't supposed to meet like this, but... welcome home, Hinrik."
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"There's the Ondan," Belfi said, pointing ahead at the blue ribbon of the river running through green shores.

"At last." Bellinda snorted. "Can we camp now? I'm sick of this saddle!"

"I think there's a perfect spot in that thicket." Belfi grinned.

"Let's go, then," Keneith said, signaling his horse to move.

The riders headed for the hazelnuts trees Belfi had pointed to. Bellinda looked forward to dismounting, even if it meant taking care of the horses while the men set up their tent.

"How long until Salamar?" she asked.

"We can probably be there tomorrow, my lady," Belfi teased. "You can have a real bed tomorrow night."

"Thanks," she muttered. "I still don't understand why we travel on horseback when both of you know the instant transfer spells."

"Because we like to see the country?" Keneith smiled. "Besides, I thought you loved horses."

"I do!" She patted her bay mare's neck. "But it's tiring! I may not be doing all the walking, but the saddle isn't the most comfortable place to sit all day!"

"We're almost there," Belfi said. His long, wavy, dark-blond mane moved around him as the wind picked up speed. "We should be protected from the wind over there."

Bellinda nodded. What a strange trio of wandering half-bloods. The immortal Belfi, who was half Genn – hence the pointed ears – and half demon. The half-Fajrulo Keneith who had become a powerful wizard thanks to the magic in his blood. And her, a half-Genn with no pointed ears and hair too dark, but still with the power to heal through the golden magic powder of the Genn.

They'd left Havenstock and the Varian army behind to get away from war. They weren't warriors and weren't interested in politics. They had earned some kind of respect for the obvious powers that came with the mixed blood, but they couldn't say they had found a place to call home.

Belfi was their guide, since he'd been traveling those lands for almost four hundred years. And he still looked in his twenties, with his androgynous beauty and long hair. He wore a short green tunic over his leather breeches and had soft Genn boots that allowed him to control his mount.

Bellinda might not look Genn at all, except for the color of her eyes and the fact that she grew old slower, but many had been saved by her healing gift, including Keneith, who still had many scars on his body from previous fights with other magic users.

She was almost thirty-five, but looked some ten years younger and she hadn't found a man to settle with. She'd been in the Genn villages scattered through the forest of Appleyard, visiting her father's relatives, when she'd met Keneith some ten years earlier. They had started working together, the healer and the magic user, and maybe there was something between them.

Well, there had been something when they'd first met, but whatever passion had brought them together, it was now gone, although they were still the best of friends and perfect working partners. The inclusion of Belfi hadn't upset their relationship in the least. It was an honor to be with such a legendary being who could be both healer and magic user but was condemned to loneliness by his long, probably eternal life.

Bellinda had envied him at first, but when she'd realized what it entailed – being the son of a dark goddess, a minion of a Dark Pond that might have been Human once, with a twin who was pure evil locked underground – she was content with being half-blood and having inherited her Genn father's gift for healing. Belfi was also her ancestor, but he still looked like a younger brother to her.

She had often wondered if it was the fact that her father had loved both men and women in his life or that her dark-haired mother had somehow managed to seduce a Genn, but her father had taken only one wife. She certainly didn't want to become one of many wives herself as was tradition in the Varian Kingdom, and hoped to find a place where polygamy was not allowed. Or at least find a man who wouldn't want more than one woman.

Keneith seemed to be of the monogamous kind, but he was also of the "I don't want to get married" kind, which had been fine with her. Unlike her childhood friends, she'd rather not marry than agree to spend her life with the first man who requested her and made her as many children as he could.

She hadn't had any maternity call either. The only call was to heal people, wherever and whoever they were. Therefore she'd had enough of watching Varian soldiers fight for their king, and often die since she couldn't be everywhere at once.

The Varian king had started campaigns to expand his lands, nibbling at the Gallians' borders and now expanding north. He'd been temporarily stopped by the savage barbarian tribes, so he'd marched on Moriana and bit off a piece of the Salamar Kingdom on this side of the Ondan, like he'd done to the Gallians in the west.

Bellinda didn't understand his hunger for conquest and had left her hometown, unsure if and when she'd return. After losing a couple of friends and almost her own brother to the warmongering king, she decided she couldn't take it anymore – not another summer of battles, worrying for her loved ones.

The hazelnut thicket was really perfect to make camp. Even if sunset was still a few hours away, they had time to set up the tent and maybe go fishing in the river. And they might bathe too – if she found a pond away from the two men. Although the water might be too cold, therefore she better wait until they reached the city of Salamar.

She dismounted with a sigh of relief. Wearing breeches wasn't a problem, but spending hours and days in the saddle was bothersome after some time. Even if she used her gown to cushion herself, rolling it up around her waist. Keneith also had a long tunic, but it was split at the front, which made riding astride easier.

As Belfi and Keneith set up the tent – probably with the help of magic, but she'd rather not watch – she took care of her mare, and the other two horses. Keneith had a black gelding with two white socks and a stocking. Her mare had a black mane and tail and black legs. And Belfi had a Pinto mare, for which warriors of the king's court had teased him, but he didn't care. The mare loved him and he took good care of her.

She was still grooming Keneith's horse when they joined her. Belfi took care of his own mare as Keneith took the brushes from her. She brought her saddle and travel bags to the tent and started preparing the space for a fire, setting up rocks in a circle and cleaning it.

"Who's going fishing?" she called.

"Not me," Keneith replied. "I'm a fire person, not going near water if I can avoid it!"

Belfi chuckled. "Then you could shoot down a bird or two – or starve!" he teased.

"We still have provisions," Bellinda replied. "I thought it would be good to have fresh food, though."

"If I see a pheasant, I'll make sure to burn it for you," Keneith said. "I'm gathering wood. Belfi can go fishing."

"I will. Just light the fire, and I'll bring fresh fish for dinner..."

Bellinda smiled. She knew Keneith only needed to snap his fingers to light a fire.

***
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Hinrik's eyes widened in shock. This couldn't be. He was already dead and the underworld was underwater.

The man's hand on his chest calmed his heartbeat. He looked sorrowful now.

"You are my son, Hinrik. And you are badly hurt. But the kingmaker is coming this way and he is with an excellent healer, she will help you."

Hinrik closed his mouth and gulped. He still couldn't believe all this was happening underwater. His mother had told him his father was a magical being, but he wasn't expecting this! She'd been blamed all of her life for having a son outside of marriage and now, twenty-five years later, this... stranger walked, no swam up to him and told him he was his father!

"You are half-Waiora, Hinrik, that's why water heals you. But what you've been through needs more healing power, and only the Genn can give you that. Go back to the surface, the kingmaker is making camp on the river shore with his friends, you will find him easily and they will help you."

"I don't want anybody's help!" Hinrik's scream was lost underwater. He didn't want anybody to see him right now. He was naked, bruised and hurt. He wasn't going to go back to the surface and meet people.

His father hugged him and gently rocked him as he burst into sobs. His tears were lost in the water and he was too weak to free himself from the unwanted embrace.

He was so tired, so sick of it all... he passed out again.

***
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The hazelnut shrubs covered the sight of the river now. Belfi sat somewhere on that side, but Keneith and Bellinda had gathered wood and were setting up the campfire. Keneith kept looking around, though, knowing that pheasants lived in grassland near water with small copses of trees.

"Can you please start this fire," she said, sitting back and tying her hair in a loose braid, since it kept falling in front of her face. It was dark blond or light brown, like Belfi's, not golden like his father's and most of the Genn. She kept it long, but not as long as her Genn friends, in fact Belfi's hair was longer than hers.

"Sure." Keneith shrugged and snapped his fingers over the dry wood and leaves, setting them on fire. "There you go, my lady."

"One can never grow cold with you." She smiled fondly at him.

When she'd seen him for the first time, dark-haired among the fair-headed Genn, he had really stood out. But even in Havenstock he looked different, and probably not just because he came from the east and was a half-blood. 

His hazel eyes could be both warm and icy, and his oval face had no trace of facial hair. He didn't have much body hair either, which had attracted her immediately, since she was used to a father with a long mane and no body hair.

"Thank you." He sat back too and started looking around again. Both could hear pheasants calls, if only one of them would walk into the clearing where they had pitched the tent... "Coming from someone who calls herself Lady Ice, it's even more appreciated."

She chuckled. "You've tried to set me on fire, and you were quite good at it, but I guess we weren't made for each other after all."

"I guess not. You may have heard that Fajrulo don't fall in love. I'm half-Fajrulo, so it's not as if you broke my heart. I've often been told I don't have a heart."

"I think you do, and it's a very big one. Oh, look, there's a pheasant!"

Keneith swiftly pointed his finger and shot a ray of fire that hit the bird. He rose and picked up the dead pheasant that was badly burned where he'd hit it, but still needed to be plucked and properly cooked.

She clapped her hands before taking the bird.

"Belfi, we've got meat!" she called towards the river.

"One moment!" Belfi replied from beyond the bushes.

Bellinda busied herself with their prospective dinner under Keneith's eyes. Then she heard him gasp and looked towards the river.

Belfi was carrying bride-like a passed out young man completely naked and quite bruised, but obviously still alive, since his chest heaved and Bellinda could feel his heartbeat.

"Was he half-drowned?" Keneith asked, taking the bird from her as she rose to check the wounded one.

"No, a Waiora brought him to the shore. It's his son. He was hurt at the battle around Moriana." Belfi laid the young man on the ground near the fire. "I'll get a blanket, the temperature is going down fast."

Bellinda forgot her hunger as she knelt next to the young man. She closed her eyes and felt his bruises with her gift, sending the golden powder through the skin. She found old wounds as well, and helped those to vanish.

Her hands barely brushed the naked body, and as she went down towards the legs, she kept feeling something was wrong. Not in the body, but in the mind that seemed to be screaming in pain and horror for something that wasn't physical.

She held her breath when she felt the sore spot. The warrior had been raped. Defeated and raped and left for dead. She poured all her healing power into him, then almost collapsed over him, exhausted.

She felt Keneith's hands helping her to lie down.

"The meat is ready, eat," he said gently, holding her so she could eat.

"He shouldn't eat solid food," she managed to say.

"We'll give him broth," Belfi replied. "Eat and rest. You'll both be fine."

***
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Hinrik felt the intrusion. It was a woman, and it was very gentle. It eased some of the pain and the shame that he felt, but it wasn't nearly enough. Then someone helped him to sit and managed to shove some warm broth inside him. That felt good. He was starving by now.

Although, was it worth it? Was it worth living? Who was helping him? That stranger who lived underwater and had declared himself to be his father or the other – what had he called him? Kingmaker? Who?

His eyelids were too heavy to open. He didn't care what would happen to his body anymore. He drank the broth and lay down again. He shivered in the night air – it must be night, or he'd feel the sun's rays on his skin – and someone covered him with a blanket.

"We should carry them both inside the tent," someone said. "Just in case it rains tonight."

Hinrik remained limp as someone wrapped him in the blanket and carried him somewhere else. The place felt warmer, but he still lay on the ground. Must be a tent with no camp-beds.

He curled up in the fetal position and dozed off.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Bellinda awoke with a headache, sort of normal after a healing, especially a deep one. Keneith was by her side with a mug of warm tisane as soon as she moaned and opened her eyes. He knew the effects of her gift on her and was prepared, as usual.

Bellinda sat and sipped the tisane, waiting for the headache to recede. "Thanks," she said, giving back the empty mug. "Give me a moment."

"Breakfast is almost ready," he said. "Do you think we should wake him up?" 

His chin pointed at the young man curled up on the ground and wrapped in the blanket that still left quite a lot of skin exposed.

She shooed Keneith out and leaned over the wounded man. Again she closed her eyes to feel him, and his sleep seemed normal. His body was healed, but she doubted his mind was.

She opened her eyes with a sigh and observed him for the first time. His brown hair curled up at the nape of the neck. He was handsome and looked harmless in his sleep, but his muscles showed he was a man of action. She wondered where he'd lost his weapons and armor, since he was definitely a warrior.

She gently shook his shoulder and startled him awake. Eyes of a strange turquoise widened in surprise before he focused on her and exhaled in relief.

"Would you like to eat something? We are headed for Salamar, do you want to come with us?"

"I'm thirsty," he whispered, sitting up. He pulled the blanket over his shoulders and winced. He seemed to remember his bruises and checked them, staring at her puzzled when he didn't see them.

"Your body is healed," she said. "It will carry you outside to eat and drink. As for the rest... there is only so much that I can do."

He frowned and nodded. He slowly got to his feet and followed her outside.

Belfi and Keneith sat by the fire, boiling more water for more herbal tea. Keneith offered his dry cookies, but only Bellinda took one. The young man headed for the river.

"He's thirsty," she told the other two, sitting down.

"He's half-Waiora." Belfi smiled. "His name is Hinrik."

"Did he tell you?"

"His father did."

"Oh, right, so you spoke to a Waiora."

"He knew we were coming. Water is everywhere, and the water people know everything that happens near water."

Bellinda nodded, thoughtful. Of course the members of the Magical Races knew a lot more than Humans. And they'd talk to Belfi, since he was almost one of them.

Hinrik came back, holding the blanket like a cloak, his face still wet. He sat on the only free spot around the fire and this time he took a cookie from Keneith's satchel, nibbling it as if he were afraid.

"So, Hinrik, I'm Bellinda and this is Keneith and that's Belfi," she said, sipping another mug of tea.

"How do you know my name?" he asked, wary.

"Your father brought you here and told me your name," Belfi answered. "Where would you like us to take you?"

"Nowhere," Hinrik snapped. "I'm dead to the world!"

"I think you're pretty much alive," Bellinda replied. "Like I said, your body is healed. I took care even of the old wounds. But if you want your friends and family to think you're dead, that's another story."

"I don't have friends and my mother is dead," he muttered, staring at the fire.

"And you may feel useless, but if you're still alive, if you survived, there's a reason. Therefore I suggest you keep on living. Might be a good idea to change profession, though. You're a warrior, right?"

"Army of Salamar," he said with a nod.

"Uh-oh." Keneith shook his head. "You were trying to protect Moriana, weren't you?"

"We were defeated." Hinrik glared at him. "But I don't think I want to keep fighting. For what? To protect what? This makes no sense at all!"

"Not from our point of view, no," she said, thoughtful. "Kings and the powerful are another matter."

Hinrik looked at them. "Who is the kingmaker?"

"Some people call me that," Belfi answered. "Even in Salamar, I helped Conon to get back his throne."

"You mean Conon I? Wasn't that almost a century ago or something?"

"More or less. They call me the Immortal Half-blood for a reason." Belfi grinned while Bellinda chuckled and Hinrik gaped. "You have just discovered you're a half-blood. I guess you could explore what it means to have Magical Races' blood in your veins. If you don't have a place to go back to, come with us. I'm making a pilgrimage to the ruins of the capital of Rayheart, where I grew up centuries ago."

"And we're exploring the east," Bellinda added. "I'm half-Genn, and Keneith is half-Fajrulo."

Hinrik's eyes widened again in wonder.

"I see we need to explain a few things to him," Keneith said. "Glad we're not in a hurry to go anywhere..."

***
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Hinrik listened to the three half-bloods, almost incredulous. He'd grown up thinking he had no father – although his mother had indeed mentioned one, but when she'd noticed it upset him, she had stopped talking about his father – and now not only had he met him, he'd even discovered he was one of the water people, the Waiora who lived in bodies of water, oceans included.

That explained his love for water, but not the rest. He wasn't sure he had any special gift like Bellinda or could become a magic user like Keneith. The Magical Races were all different and had different levels of magic.

The Genn belonged to Ether and they'd become invisible to Humans after losing their overground kingdoms before the birth of the Moren Empire, although some still showed up in Salamar – and apparently in the Varian Kingdom, since Belfi didn't feel the need to hide his pointed ears yet.

The Fajrulo belonged to Fire and they were the most powerful, hence Keneith's magic was the strongest. But Waiora and the Sila – Air people – only had a strong affinity with their element, and although Hinrik had felt it, maybe there was more to it than healing water.

Going back to Salamar didn't sound like a good idea, because he'd have to resume his service of the king and keep fighting his wars. He could use the freedom to explore what it meant to have magical blood. He could go anywhere and forget that last battle and its tragic ending. But he needed clothes and a horse, and he had those at home.

"My war stallion was killed, but I have a gelding. And a few spare clothes and some other things. Except if I go there, they'll see me and they'll know I'm alive and..."

"I can speak to the king of Salamar for you if you want," Belfi said. "He'll release you from your duty and let you grab your things before you leave."

"Oh!" Hinrik stared at them, still puzzled.

He shivered under the blanket. He really needed to retrieve his clothes. And exploring the world with three strangers might keep his mind off what happened.

"I'd be grateful if you could do that," he said hesitantly. "I will repay you all," he added, looking at all three in turn.

"You don't need to repay us," Belfi said.

"I heal because it's my gift," Bellinda added. "I don't need to get paid, but a roof and a real bed over my head for a couple of nights would be wonderful."

"And it's no big deal to take you there, we were going there anyway," Keneith concluded.

"Maybe one of you guys could lend him a tunic while we get closer," Bellinda said then. "He can ride with any of you."

"Or you can lend him your mare and ride with me," Keneith suggested with an impish smile.

Hinrik wondered if they were a couple. They seemed to be really good friends, and quite intimate. Belfi watched them, amused.

"You should lend him your gelding," Bellinda retorted. "Only Belfi is man enough to ride a mare and be proud of it!"

Belfi burst out laughing. "She's right, Keneith, give up your horse to our guest, I'll give him some clothes!"

"If you can give me something to cover myself, I'll ride any horse available until we're close enough to Salamar and I can retrieve my things," Hinrik said shyly.

Belfi got to his feet and went inside the tent.

"You might want to follow him, unless you want to dress under my eyes," Bellinda said. "Which I might enjoy, but maybe it's not really what you had in mind." She winked.

Hinrik blushed and rushed inside the tent. Clothed but still barefooted, he climbed into Keneith's saddle and held on to his waist. The tent had been taken down and packed, the fire extinguished and they were ready to hit the road again.

"Don't worry, Salamar isn't far," Belfi said as they spurred their horses forward.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Salamar was a large town with wood and stone walls with few gates. It had been built around a central bridge on the River Ondan and a small part of the city was on the western shore. The palace and other main buildings were in the older part of town on the eastern shore.

It had a couple of big city parks and lovely fountains. The nearest tavern was halfway across town, on the other shore. The main craft being weaponsmithing, the economy was strong and growing now that the Varian threat had gotten closer and had started eating at the kingdom's borders.

The streets were paved with bricks and the buildings kept the windows shuttered. The guards at the gate looked like thugs, but they recognized both Belfi and Hinrik, so they grumpily let them through.

"Where should we go first?" Bellinda asked. "The royal palace or Hinrik's house?"

"I can take him to see the king," Belfi replied. "You may want to rest and use the public baths in the meantime."

"Oh, what a wonderful word you said!" She sighed in bliss, then coughed as the stench of a side road that was obviously used as a sewer made her gag. "Dirty town!" she said, disgusted, after catching her breath. "I hope the baths are clean."

"They are the best in the world," Hinrik said without looking at anyone in particular.

"Well, if a Waiora says they're fine, I'm going to trust him," she said, relieved. "Where do we find them?"

Hinrik pointed them to the public baths, sliding off Keneith's saddle and mounting behind Belfi instead.

"There's a tavern nearby, the Unlucky Bard," he said. "We can meet you there for dinner, and then we can go to sleep at my house. It's very small, but it has a roof and a couple of cots."

"It will do," she replied. "See you later."

She waved goodbye to Belfi and headed for the baths with Keneith. There was a stable service at the Unlucky Bard, so they left their horses there before heading for the warm pools of thermal water.

Bellinda washed away the dust of the journey in the women's room. It wasn't very busy at that time of the day, so nobody bothered her with questions or useless chatter. She hoped the king would release Hinrik from his duties and that the young man would go with them.

She wondered what his magic blood did. What kind of magic did water have? Maybe they should talk to his father before leaving the Ondan's shores, but Hinrik didn't look like he wanted to talk to the being who sired him.

He'll get over it, she thought, rinsing her long dark blond hair. She didn't like lingering in the baths, so she quickly dried herself and went to wait for the men in the tavern's main room.

The Unlucky Bard was medium sized and decently clean, but looked quite shady. The food was overpriced and of poor quality, but she didn't care. She wasn't a food person, as long as it was edible, anything would do.

As she nursed a goblet of hard cider, she observed the people around her. The healthy crowd was quite loud, with a few shady characters. Most patrons were sober and openly armed, but there were burly, threatening bouncers to keep the peace.

Only half of the dark corners were occupied and the most notable patron seemed to be a scar-covered adventurer who was obviously getting free drinks. The bartender played games with patrons during breaks.

Bellinda was happy they wouldn't have to pay for the rooms as well as the food. She wondered where Hinrik kept his spare horse, and what kind of house he had. And if he was ready to leave everything behind like she had done.

***
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Hinrik followed Belfi inside the royal palace. The immortal half-blood seemed to know the way better than him! And even though Belfi hadn't been in Salamar for more than half a century, everybody seemed to know him.

And then they reached the great hall and Hinrik noticed a huge tapestry hung behind the king's throne and over the dais that represented Belfi and probably King Conon I confronting the Regent. On the throne underneath sat King Conon II, Conon's grandson, who looked surprised first and delighted immediately after when he realized who was sauntering towards him.

"Are you Belfi the Immortal Half-blood?" he asked, stepping off the dais to meet Belfi.

The king of Salamar was thirty and his heir, Prince Ronan, was still a child. Since Conon, they had passed those two names along, alternating between Conon and Ronan every generation.

"I am he," the androgynous being answered with a smile. "The artist who made that tapestry is really good."

"It was a workshop under the direction of Liana. She said she had met you and my grandfather in his youth. It took five years in the making and it's now forty years old."

"Very nice," Belfi said admiringly. Then he focused on the king again. "I've come to see how you're holding up against the Varians."

King Ronan's smile vanished. "We lost Moriana to them. And the Blackmore in the south east are threatening us as well. I'm afraid I won't be able to keep my grandfather's throne for much longer."

Belfi nodded, thoughtful. "I cannot help you with that. I can use a sword, but I'm not a general or a strategist. I've come to ask you a favor. I don't think you'll need this deeply scarred soldier in your army anymore, so please discharge him, so he can find peace of mind away from the warring realms."

Belfi waved towards Hinrik who gulped under the king's puzzled stare. He'd never been in the presence of King Conon before. His captain had dealt with higher-ups, he only obeyed orders.

The king motioned to a side door and led them to a smaller chamber. There was a table with fruits and wine, and they sat there, away from the courtiers' ears. 

Hinrik had to tell the king what had happened in Moriana, how the army had arrived too late to save the sieged town and got such a beating that many had been left dead on the battlefield. He had seen his captain fall along with many of his companions – but he didn't mention the aftermath, only that he'd met Belfi who had helped him to reach Salamar.

King Ronan sighed. "So much blood wasted," he whispered, shaking his head. "I hope they don't march on Salamar."

"At the moment the tribes have stopped them," Belfi said. "Mameth Anak and Rota Anak fell, but the castles of the north won't yield. I don't think the Varians will cross the Ondan yet, but you might want to evacuate the other shore of the river and be ready to destroy the bridge, just in case."

King Ronan nodded, thoughtful. "I will do as you suggest. As for Hinrik, he is discharged with honor. I will send the discharge notice to his house tonight."

"Thank you."

Hinrik noticed Belfi didn't use any respectful title such as "Your majesty." The immortal half-blood must be used to royalty. No wonder they called him Kingmaker.

Hinrik waited until the king and Belfi finished talking, then he headed back out with the blond young man. When they reached the Unlucky Bard, Bellinda and Keneith were already there, waiting for them to order a light meal.

"Yes, I live nearby and my horse is at the tavern's stables," Hinrik said when Keneith asked him about it. "I hope the king will send my pay with the discharge note or I won't have enough money to pay to retrieve it."

"Why am I not surprised a half-Waiora lives next to the public baths..." Bellinda smiled at him. "I have some coins, I'm sure we can pay all the bills."

"How will we earn a living out there?" Hinrik asked, frowning with worry.

"That's an interesting question," Keneith answered. "I don't think we have figured it out yet."

"Let's get some sleep first," Bellinda added. "Things will look clearer in the morning..."

***
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Hinrik's house was very small and squeezed between two bigger and taller buildings. One room was used as a living room and kitchen during the day with a creaky wooden staircase that led to the upper floor where there was a bedroom with two cots and basins to wash one's face and hands. The outhouse was in the backyard, and a ladder led to the attic, which was even smaller than the other rooms because of the slanted roof that made the corners unusable.

"If you bring a mattress up here, I'll be just fine," Bellinda said, looking around from the hatch door, standing on the ladder. The roof seemed solid and she loved attics.

"I'm afraid I don't have enough mattresses for everybody," Hinrik apologized as she stepped down.

"They don't need mattresses," she replied with a shrug while Belfi and Keneith took one of the cots and moved it to the attic with the help of levitation spells.

"They're used to sleeping on the floor?" Hinrik asked, incredulous.

She grinned at him. "You'll see."

Keneith and Belfi came back downstairs.

"My lady, your room is ready," Keneith said with a mock bow.

"Thank you, Ken. Will you be sleeping here or downstairs?"

"There is probably more room downstairs and I'm sure Hinrik values his privacy," Keneith replied. "We might push the table and benches against the wall, though."

A knock on the door meant they all went back down the creaky stairs. It was a messenger from the king. He had the discharge note and a purse of coins for Hinrik, but also a letter for Belfi.

"No need to wait, I'll send my reply to the king tomorrow morning," Belfi said, dismissing the messenger.

Hinrik looked relieved to receive his pay. "It's enough to get Shytur back," he said. "My horse," he added at Keneith's blank stare. "And I might buy new weapons and armor as well. I will need them, right?"

"It depends on how you intend to earn a living," Keneith replied. "I don't really use swords."

"But you're a wizard, I'm just a soldier."

"You're a warrior. Get yourself what you'll need to be a warrior."

Belfi had finished reading the king's letter and he sighed. "You'll have to continue without me," he announced. "Apparently Conon thinks my presence will protect the city and the kingdom from the Varians and the Blackmore."

"Oh, such a shame," Bellinda said. "At least you knew where we were going!"

"I thought you were out to explore the world anyway," Belfi replied with a smile. "Just follow the Ondan and reach the northern coast. I'm afraid down here the old kingdoms are reforming..."

"What do you mean?" Hinrik asked, jarred.

"The Gallian and Varian dynasties lived on the lands of the Genn kingdom of Appleyard. As for the Blackmore... they're slowly conquering what used to be my father's kingdom, Rayheart."

"Maybe we should reach the south," Bellinda mused. "Didn't you mention they're less of a warring kind down there?"

"Yes, and you can reach it by going around the coast. You might even embark on some merchant ship, if you're sick of riding. Sell the horses and buy passage to the southern towns."

"Or use a year or two to get down there with common means," Keneith added. "I don't want to use instant-transfer spells to go to unknown places."

"You should travel by land, then. I might meet you in Maxwetria or on the Kelvian coast in six months or so. Should give me time to do my pilgrimage and then continue east."

"You won't stay in Salamar to protect the king?" Hinrik asked, worried.

"I'll stay until I can be of use," Belfi answered. "I'm immortal but not invulnerable, and I already told him I can't do much for him."

"I guess we should follow the Ondan, then," Bellinda said. "Maybe Hinrik's father will give us some direction."

Hinrik's eyes widened in shock. "I don't want to talk to him!"

"You don't have to," she assured him. "We will. He might have gathered some coins from the river and give them to you for the trip."

"I don't want anything from him!"

"Hinrik, you're not the only one who lost a parent very early," Keneith said, a little too bluntly. Bellinda knew it was a sensitive topic for her magic user friend. "My mother dumped me and my father when I was still a toddler. She's the Fajrulo of the pair, I inherited her cold blood and lack of heart. You don't know why your father didn't stick to your mother, so you should at least give him a chance."

Hinrik glared at him and looked away.

"I think we're all quite tired," Bellinda said while Belfi folded the letter and put it in his travel bag. "Let's get some sleep, shall we?"

"Right, I still don't have mattresses for you, but you can use the benches or the table, since the tiles on the floor become quite cold at night," Hinrik said grumpily.

Keneith scoffed. He crouched and passed his hands over a piece of floor and an immaterial mattress gleamed in the room. Bellinda had tried his magic mattress and knew how comfortable it could be.

"Maybe eventually you'll be able to conjure water mattresses," Keneith said, rising. 

Belfi made another mattress of Genn golden powder under Hinrik's awed eyes. "We'll be fine, Hinrik. Good night."

Bellinda shook their host from his surprise and he followed her upstairs. He still looked lost as he sat on his cot. She leaned to give him a peck on the cheek.

"Sweet dreams, Hinrik," she whispered before heading for the attic.

He cleared his throat before answering, "Good night, Bellinda."

Bellinda tried to hide her hilarity. Boy, was he formal! But he'd get used to the company...
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Hinrik didn't sleep well, and not because he had guests. Still, at some point he must have slept, because when he went downstairs he found all three around the hearth, preparing herbal tea. Keneith had even gone to the bakery down the road to get fresh bread.

"I didn't hear you coming down the ladder," Hinrik told Bellinda.

"You were sound asleep, so I tiptoed around you," she replied with a smile. "I'm sure you needed it."

"Thanks," he grumbled.

"I'm going to the palace, do you need my mare to carry your things?" Belfi asked. "I won't need her anymore and a pack horse might be useful to you all."

"Yes, especially if Hinrik buys the full warrior gear again," Keneith said. "We could use her to carry the tent and his armor."

"Maybe I won't buy the full warrior gear, but I need a sword," Hinrik snapped. "I feel naked without."

"Of course, let's go to the market before leaving town," Bellinda said. "I might need a few things myself."

"Running out of herbs, Bel?" Keneith teased.

"I may not use them to heal, but I like drinking them and so do you," she retorted before sipping her herbal tea while he chuckled.

Hinrik watched them bicker with slight envy. Whether they were a couple or just friends, they had a relationship of some kind – something he'd sorely missed after his mother's death. He hadn't made friends in town and had taken the soldier job because he was well built and it was a job like any other. He had been very fond of his captain, who had believed in him and taught him everything, but now he too was gone and Hinrik was alone again.

He thanked Belfi for the intercession with the king and watched him head for the palace before taking Bellinda and Keneith to the main market. He stopped at a stall made of sacks and baskets that sold swords. The female owner was helpful and slightly overweight. There was no discount for a discharged soldier of the Salamar army, but her goods were of above average quality.

Bellinda and Keneith waited for him at the next stall, a kiosk with roof and no walls that sold religious icons. They both ignored the highly attractive female owner to check the various items as a pastime until Hinrik got his sword.

They passed by the shrine at the center of the square and headed for a makeshift structure that sold belts and fancy hats.

"My hooded coat was enough so far, and since we're going north, I don't want anything," Bellinda said, but Hinrik and Keneith both tried on a couple of belts and a few hats. Keneith bought a new belt and Hinrik opted for a hood, making the exuberant and gangly female owner very happy.

Next to it were several carts full of wares – reptiles, exotic armor and helmets. The owner was male, greedy and had many tattoos. The quality was very low and Hinrik decided not to waste coins on a helmet that would break with the first blow. As for the exotic armors, he didn't think it would protect him enough to buy any.

Behind the shrine there was a roofed and walled kiosk that sold enchantments, spell components and magical constructs. Hinrik watched as Bellinda and Keneith checked everything and haggled with the anxious male owner who completely lacked a sense of humor and therefore didn't get their jokes.

Hinrik found himself smiling despite himself, and Bellinda winked at him, obviously pleased.

"There are other shops, you know?" he told her while Keneith thanked the owner, saying they didn't really need anything.

"If you could take us to a place that sells maps and adventuring supplies, that would be great," Bellinda said. "Without Belfi we should really get a map to know where we're going..."

"Come with me, then. Daveth is the man you want to see."

Daveth's shop was rather small and smelled of incense. It was noisy and gaudily decorated. It specialized in potions but also provided poisons, maps and anything useful to travel out of town. Occupants included a druid, a beggar and another merchant.

Daveth was still incredibly skinny for a middle-aged man. He looked bored as he talked to a guard and raised his eyebrows at the sight of Hinrik. The shop owner was the father of one of Hinrik's companion-at-arms and had known him since childhood. Hinrik realized he had no idea of what had happened to Daveth's son.

"Hinrik!" Daveth said as the guard scoffed at the sight of him. "Loriss left you for dead in Moriana!"

"So not the whole company was slaughtered," Hinrik replied. "I fell next to Captain Irmos, but I wasn't killed, just wounded."

"Yes, not many came back from that disaster," the guard commented, shaking his head. "You're lucky. Are you going back out there?"

"I was discharged," Hinrik said proudly. "I've come looking for a map of the north and east."

"And traveling supplies," Keneith added, standing by his side.

The magic user ignored the stares of the guard and the shop owner. Bellinda was already looking through the folder of maps, which made Daveth gasp and rush to her side.

"My lady, those are precious maps!"

"I'm sure they are," she replied. "I should have asked my Genn father to provide me with one, since these look quite approximate." She put down the folder with a disgusted look on her face. "Human maps are awful," she told Keneith. "We should have asked Belfi to call a Sila for us."

"Why shouldn't we call a Sila ourselves?" Keneith shrugged. "Don't you have two Sila friends including a map-maker? We might be far from their nests, but I'm sure they could hear you..."

"True." Bellinda shrugged and turned to Daveth again. "So, no maps, thanks, what do you have for traveling?"

Again they dined at the Unlucky Bard. Hinrik was glad to have found someone who seemed to know more about travel than he ever would.

"We only need to follow the Ondan," Bellinda said. "We'll find better maps when we reach the next town, I'm sure. I'm surprised Salamar doesn't have more Genn-made maps, after all Belfi and other Genn come here every now and then."

"They probably can't be bothered to share their knowledge of the world," Keneith replied. "We should have bought one in Havenstock."

"We were supposed to follow Belfi..."

"Even if we get lost, who cares? We don't have a specific destination, as long as we get away from wars."

"True. And the tribes are on the other shore of the Ondan, so we should be fine."

Hinrik listened, a little worried.

"Do you think we'll be safe?" he asked.

"Hey, you're the warrior, you're supposed to be our bodyguard!" Keneith replied. "Don't worry, bandits usually don't attack wizards. Besides, this is the year of living dangerously. Weren't you on the verge of suicide anyway? What do you care of safety?"

"Keneith!" Bellinda chided. "Leave him alone! The only time he left home was to march with an army to his doom. This is definitely different." She looked at Hinrik again. "We'll be fine, Hinrik. Don't listen to that heartless half-Fajrulo with a wicked sense of humor."

Hinrik nodded since his voice wouldn't come out. Keneith had reminded him how he'd met them, what had happened before meeting them, why he was now ready to leave the house where he'd been born to go on an adventure.

There was no return to Salamar, and it was fine. He felt a lump in his throat, though. This was the last night he'd spend in his bed, in the house he had shared with his mother. But Keneith was right, it was time to move on. Leave the past behind and find a new place to call home.

He cleared his throat. "We should leave tomorrow morning," he said, finishing his ale and then staring at his empty plate. "You've seen everything there is to see in Salamar today. And I'm ready."

"Good." Bellinda smiled. "Then let's get some sleep and we can get back on the road on the morrow."

***
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"Do you intend to bring the whole house with you?" Bellinda asked, raising her eyebrows, as Hinrik huffed and puffed trying to fit too many things in his travel bags.

"How do you manage to travel so light?" he complained, stepping back and staring at the overflowing bags in despair.

"Well, first of all, we're not going to no-man's land. You don't need half of that stuff," she replied, coming forward to help him sort things. "I mean, you should resell here what you don't need to carry with you, so you'll have some extra cash. That's what I did with my spare clothes. You can always buy new ones when the ones you have are worn out."

He watched her as she quickly divided things that would be useful from things that could be left behind. She had learned early to travel light, having no man to carry her bags. It had taken her a little longer to get rid of things that were close to her heart, but when she had realized she couldn't keep everything forever, it had become easier.

"Now, is there anything in this batch that you really can't live without?" she asked at last, pointing at the useless items.

He blushed and quickly retrieved a couple of scarves. "My mother's," he muttered. He must have kept them in memory of her. She nodded and put them in the travel bags again.

"Now, everything else along with the kitchen stuff and furniture, you can resell. Where is the closest pawnshop?"

"Wouldn't that delay our departure?" he asked, worried.

"We're not in a hurry, are we?" she replied. "Settle your business, you're not coming back to town anytime soon. Maybe never."

"Oh." That seemed to sink in at last. He nodded, thoughtful. "Then let's take these to the pawnshop."

He put the travel bags on the floor and wrapped the rest in the bed-sheet. Keneith helped him carry the rest of the things. By midday the house was empty but for their packs. At that point they headed for the stables to retrieve their horses.

Shytur was a sorrel gelding with a rust-colored coat and blond mane and tail. Hinrik said he'd had him as spare horse for five years already. He was probably still mourning his war stallion – and his loss of innocence. The siege of Moriana might have not been his first battle, but it had definitely been the worst, and Bellinda knew he still had nightmares about it.

They used Belfi's mare as pack horse and paid for all four animals' housing, then finally headed for the town gates. They had bought fresh bread and ate it as they headed along the river shore.

"Tonight you'll see how Ken hunts," Bellinda said cheerfully.

"I forgot to buy a bow and arrows!" Hinrik slapped his forehead.

"You won't need one. I told you, Ken has his own hunting methods."

"For small animals," Keneith added with a chuckle. "Not sure I could take down a deer."

"Now don't be modest. You can take down bipeds, of course you can take down deer!"

"I'm not too keen on magic battles, thank you. That's why I left Havenstock in case you forgot. It had become too dangerous with all those sorcerers around."

"And apparently it's worse at the Blackmore court. But we're not going that way."

"What is a magic battle like?" Hinrik asked, eyes wide.

"It's... messy." Keneith looked away. He didn't like to talk about it any more than Hinrik wanted to talk about being raped. Hinrik didn't insist.

They rode at a leisurely pace until they found a good place to stop and make camp. The horses had plenty of water and grass, and they had some protection among the willows.

At least with camping, Hinrik was as good as them. He could set up a tent and prepare the fire, but of course he gasped when he saw how Keneith lit it up.

"He's half-Fajrulo." Bellinda grinned. "He masters fire."

"And what do you master?" Hinrik asked.

"Ether," she answered. "It's everything in between. You should see if you can manipulate water."

"I know I can breathe underwater." Hinrik looked away and blushed.

"There's nothing to be embarrassed about," she replied. "I'm sure you could learn to control it, if you allowed your father to teach you something."

He glared at her.

"Yes, yes, I know you don't want to talk to him," she continued. "But it might be useful. For you and for us. Now, I'm not saying you should call him or anything, but if he shows up – and I think he will – at least listen to him."

"Fine," Hinrik muttered.

"Aren't you curious to hear your parents' story?" Keneith asked. "I mean, what do you know of the circumstances of your birth?"

"Not much." Hinrik shrugged, hugging his knees. "I didn't want to know anything. I was so despised and my mother was so left out of everything, disowned by her family and all... I really didn't care."

"It must have been a scandal, an unmarried woman having a baby," Bellinda commented.

"She was a washerwoman, not a lady," Hinrik grumbled. "They said she'd been spellbound and I was a demon's spawn."

"They were envious of your beautiful eyes," she replied.

Startled, he looked at her and she blew him a kiss. His lips trembled into a smile.

"You are a strange woman, Bellinda."

"And proud of it," she replied. "Took me years to be what I want to be without listening to other people's opinions. Now I hope I can help you to be like me. It's none of their business who you are or where you came from. Who do you want to be? That's the only thing that counts."

He nodded, thoughtful. "I will have to think about that."

"How old are you?"

"Twenty-five."

"Then there's plenty of time. You'll find your way, Hinrik."
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Hinrik was in the river again. The water was soothing and he could lie like this forever. Except it was just a dream, and reality bit him hard with the sound of birdsong. He opened his eyes, saw the tent and remembered he was on the road. With two strangers, not with the army.

Bellinda was still asleep, wrapped in her blanket, but Keneith was not in the tent.

Hinrik sighed and got up. Outside it was barely dawn and Keneith sat by the dying fire, looking at the sun rising on the horizon, his back to the river. Hinrik yawned and then shivered in the cool morning air. Keneith rekindled the fire and signaled him to sit by it. Hinrik gathered a few lose sticks and threw them in before sitting down.

"You don't sleep much, do you?" he asked.

"Not really. Bellinda is the dormouse." Keneith flashed a smile at him and looked at the sunrise again.

Hinrik smiled. "I must be a dormouse in your eyes too."

"Well, you're up, aren't you?"

"I... had bad dreams." Hinrik hugged his knees and stared at the fire. He was still cold.

"You should probably get in the water," Keneith said. "That's your element."

Puzzled, Hinrik looked at him. "I always feel good in the water. I think it has healing powers on me."

Keneith nodded. "It's probably regenerative for you. Go ahead, have a bath. I'm sure you'll feel better afterward."

Hinrik sighed, but Keneith was probably right. He got up and walked to the river shore. He left his clothes on the grass and walked in. The air might be cool, but the water was just perfect, as usual.

Hinrik sat so he was covered in water up to the neck and let the current wash around him. Now he was feeling good – warm and comfortable. He closed his eyes and played dead. He wasn't going to drift away if he kept a foot against a rock to avoid being grabbed by stronger currents. He could just float in the light and maybe doze off again.

"I told you he wouldn't drown." Keneith's voice startled him. "He's half-Waiora after all."

"Then he should have stayed with his father underwater. I'm sure it's wonderful down there," Bellinda said.

Both stood on the shore and watched him with amused smiles on their faces. The sun was up now and the sky was all blue, having lost its orange and yellow hues that made it look on fire.

"Fancy some breakfast?" Bellinda said.

"Coming," Hinrik said quickly, shooing them away.

"Why can't I stay and watch?" Bellinda complained.

"Get back to camp!" Keneith dragged her away as she burst out laughing.

Hinrik exhaled. He quickly got out of water and slid his tunic on. He was pulling up his breeches when his father emerged from the water with a girl who wore the same nacreous fabric and sleeveless tunic.

"I'm glad to see you're feeling better, Hinrik," his father said. "We have brought some fish for your breakfast."

Hinrik glared at him as he put on his boots. "I don't want your gifts."

"Maybe your companions would appreciate them. This is your half-sister, Dynine."

"Did you abandon her mother too?" Hinrik asked sourly.

"She's the daughter of a parigha nagho, or mating swim. No love-talk involved. As for your mother, it's her who refused to follow me. The Waiora would have welcomed her and you."

"And wouldn't the Humans welcome you if you had married her?" Hinrik rose, ready to leave.

"I doubt it. You saw how they treated you, and you're only half-blood."

"You don't look Waiora. You could pass off as Human."

"For a short time, yes. Not for twenty-five years. And, like I said, it was your mother's choice that we split. I kept an eye on you throughout the years, though."

Hinrik scoffed. "Not very effective," he said, turning his back to the river and the two Waiora.

"You could become stronger with water magic!"

Hinrik ignored him. He didn't want to become a magic user. He didn't want his father's inheritance, whatever that implied. He didn't care if he had a half-sister or not. Not now, not after twenty-five years as an outsider in his hometown.

He was free now, and he wanted to start from scratch, figure out who he was and what he wanted somewhere where nobody knew he was the son of an unmarried woman and probably a half-demon of some kind.

He sat by the fire again and took the mug Bellinda gave him.

"Good morning," he heard her say cheerfully, and she wasn't talking to him. He snorted. He didn't need to turn around to know the Waiora had followed him. "You must be Hinrik's father."

"My name is Woram, and this is Dynine, Hinrik's half-sister."

Hinrik sipped his tea as the Waiora offered the food they had brought and Keneith put it on the fire. He brooded while Woram repeated that it had been Kaline's decision to raise her son on her own.

"She had promised to tell him about me, but she obviously didn't do it," Woram said sourly.

"Maybe her son was a little stubborn and didn't want to listen to her?" Bellinda suggested with a smile.

"Ah, well, I hadn't considered that!" Woram sounded relieved, but Hinrik kept staring at his mug, frowning. "You are right, he's probably as stubborn as his mother!"

"Humans can be very stubborn," Keneith said. "What kind of magic do Waiora use – besides the obvious, water manipulation, of course."

"I think Hinrik already has hydrokinetic recovery," Woran answered. "He could learn liquid healing. We can cast spells of water manipulation – Dynine, here, is very good at it – and there's also ice magic, since you're going towards the cold weather. But it's all limited to manipulating already existing sources, not even I can create water from nothing."

"Maybe Dynine could come with us until the next Human town?" Bellinda suggested. "Or doesn't Hinrik want to talk to his half-sister either?"

Dynine giggled and Hinrik glared at her.

"He talked to us on the river shore," the young Waiora said. "I'll be very happy to teach him some water tricks," she added eagerly.

"I don't..." Hinrik wanted to snap at her, but couldn't. She had no faults of her own and looked sweet and nice. And he'd always wished he could have a younger sister. He snorted. "Fine!"

Dynine clapped her hands and then she hugged him, startling him. Her lips on his cheek were very soft. He glared at her, but that didn't deter her much.

"I will let her go with you up to Baes," Woram said. "It's the first town on the Ondan following the current."

"Sounds good." Bellinda grinned. "We'll take care of her!"

"Thank you." Woran squeezed Hinrik's shoulder. "Fare well, my son." He rose and left.

Hinrik heard a splash, then nothing.

"I will swim along," Dynine said. "I'm sure you'll camp on the river shore every night and before going to bed I can show some tricks to Hinrik."

"Are you sure you don't want to ride with us?" Keneith asked.

"No, thank you. I'll keep an eye on you from the river."

***
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Bellinda awoke at the sound of Hinrik's moans, then realized they had come from his mind more than his sleeping body. The healer in her had been called upon by Hinrik's nightmares.

She knelt by his head and took it in both hands, putting her forehead against his and trying to dispel the bad memories that were still torturing him in his sleep.

"Do you need anything?" Keneith's voice came through the fog of the healing.

She raised her head but kept her eyes closed, still sending the golden powder into Hinrik's mind.

"Water. Throw water on his face."

Soon water splashed her, and Hinrik's bad dream dissolved in a mental scream.

Bellinda exhaled and pulled away, slumping in Keneith's arms.

"Take him to the river," she said before fainting with exhaustion.

When she woke up again, the sun was high outside their tent. Keneith was by the fire, keeping the water boiling for whenever she got up. He offered her a warm tisane, but the headache wasn't too bad.

"Where is he?"

"Still by the river. His half-sister is keeping an eye on him. He hasn't woken yet."

She nodded and sipped her warm beverage, then gave the mug back to Keneith. "Thanks, Ken."

He might be only a magic user, but by now he knew how to help her when she spent too much energy healing.

She went to the river shore and saw Hinrik lying on the grass with his head in the water. Dynine was holding his head and singing softly to him in Old Tongue – the language of the Magical Races. Small bubbles fizzled around Hinrik's head, and Bellinda recognized the Waiora healing power.

Dynine straightened her back as Bellinda crouched next to Hinrik.

"He's very hurt," the Waiora said gravely, her turquoise eyes full of sorrow.

"His body is fine, it's his mind that hurts," Bellinda replied. "Humans can be very cruel."

"He is also being cruel to himself by not accepting what he is," Dynine said.

"We'll work on that too." Bellinda smiled. "Wake him up, it's time we fed him."

Dynine nodded and took away her hands. Hinrik's eyes slowly opened and Bellinda offered him her hand to help him sit. His legs seemed to be a bit wobbly, so both Bellinda and Dynine helped him to go back to the camp.

"You should have called if you needed help," Keneith chided.

"I'm sure he'd be embarrassed if you carried him," Bellinda replied with a smile.

"Yeah, I wonder how he got to the river last night," Keneith retorted.

"How did I get to the river?" Hinrik asked, jarred.

"You sleepwalked," Bellinda told him, patting his shoulder. "Now eat and get back some strength."

Keneith shook his head but didn't add anything. 

They didn't go any further that day, and soon Hinrik went back to the river shore with Dynine to learn some useful spells to keep himself fit with water healing.

Bellinda and Keneith stayed by the fire.

"He's messed up," Keneith said.

"And that's why I'd rather he thinks he sleepwalked than was carried by you."

"You're being overprotective."

"Ken, what part of he was raped didn't you get? I don't think he wants to be further humiliated by us."

Keneith snorted. "If he's
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