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  Prologue

A Crux Emerges


Light leaped from silver sconces and danced on the surface of the sacred pool in the subterranean sanctuary. It frolicked on the polished marble walls and the slim platinum belt worn by the Seer of Kalehala, who awaited him. In a silken aubergine gown, the seer stood still, her silvery hair cascading to her waist. Her aquamarine gaze seized him as he entered the Reflection Chamber. 
Lythk bowed, meeting her eyes while taking a knee and pressing both hands to the cool, dark stone tiles. The weight of his gold medallion, marking him as the commander of the vaxili soldiers encamped in Kalehala, strained his white tunic.
“Magisthild Lythk,” she said, inclining her head. “Please rise.”
Once on his feet, he waited for her words. If he had been before a senator, he would have assumed the delay was tactical. Silence can gather weight and pressure those who are guilty or weak. Lythk was neither.
“I have Seen a Crux,” she proclaimed at last.
Lythk unconsciously softened his knees, his muscular frame ready for combat. “How may I serve?” he inquired. His small army in this remote outpost could protect the Drylands, but he questioned their ability to influence pivotal moments in history.
Seer A’zine walked along the edge of the oval pool, peering into its depths. “The vision revealed two futures for the Asthildi Empire. One possibility is renewal and innovation.” She lifted her vibrant gaze to his. “The alternative shows death and darkness for all.”
Her words lingered in the cavernous space, the horror in her eyes filling Lythk’s mind. He took a step towards the aged mystic, and the movement recalled her from the memory of her vision.
She turned her silvery head away from him. “There are consequences to what I say, and thus, I cannot reveal more.”
Lythk stepped back, adopting a vaxili stance he could hold for hours.
When she was ready, Seer A’zine faced him. “Your task is to choose a vaxili to retrieve our jewel from the lands of the People. At all costs, it must be returned to the Empire.”
“What is this jewel?” Lythk asked. He did not understand how any valuable Asthildi object could be in the realm across the massive mountain range that formed the western border of the Empire. He was not aware of any contact between the two civilizations.
“If you choose your vaxili wisely, he or she will find it.”
In the renewed quiet, Lythk realized he may not receive further instruction. He stared into the seer’s bright eyes, urging further disclosure.
Unmoved, she smiled slightly. His gaze, which had unnerved senators, did not have the power to disturb her tranquility.
Lythk studied the Seer of Kalehala, wondering how to achieve this impossibly vague mission. After a long moment, he lowered his head in a nod. Her reticence was perplexing, but he could not question her judgment.
“In three days, bring your chosen vaxili to me, and I shall bless the journey,” she instructed.
Lythk bowed deeply, his golden hair, laced with braids, catching the light.
As he left the seer’s sanctuary, he donned a peridot cloak that covered everything but his light-green eyes. On glistening pathways, he strode through the sun-baked city of Kalehala, perfunctorily noting the Asthildi bowing to him.
The sight of the Fortress of Knath briefly interrupted his thoughts. Its monolithic walls rose from desolate ground, dark stone against yellow sand. Despite the long years he had served in this desert outpost, the view remained impressive.
In the courtyard, Lythk paused, watching a thousand vaxili moving in unison, performing rapid fist strikes. Then he disappeared into the fortress.
For two days, Lythk stalked the grounds, observing the scores of elite warriors he had trained. Only a few could be considered for the nebulous mission on foreign soil.
On the third day, Lythk presented his chosen warrior to Seer A’zine. Like many vaxili, Mathim matched his commander in height, muscularity, and combat skills. Mathim’s unique asset was his intelligence. He excelled at solving puzzles, and Lythk hoped he could interpret the Seer of Kalehala’s imprecise directives.
When Seer A’zine saw Mathim, a fragile smile blossomed on her unlined face. “It is a difficult quest we give you, Vaxili. Find the jewel, our Erynannea, and bring it home.” She produced an opaque pink shard. “With this transporter, you may travel to the realm of the People and return to Kalehala only once.” 
She offered the magic object to Mathim, who accepted the gift, his large hands careful and his golden eyes solemn.
After the Seer of Kalehala intoned her blessing, Vaxili Mathim bowed formally to them both. “For the Empire, I will do everything in my power to return with the Erynannea,” he swore. 
In response, Lythk nodded. He had sent many vaxili into battle, always finding a few words to exhort them into action. Today, he was wordless as he observed his chosen vaxili depart, beginning the mission that would determine the future of all Asthildi.






  
  A Departure from Ordinary


In her garden, Belrina de Montañas Alejado planted seeds in the damp soil, which was as rich and dark as her hair. After burying them, she laid a hand over the smooth ground, reciting, “Feel the earth’s embrace, drink in rain and sun, then live in light and grace.” 
It had been two years since she had heard her mother, Erynanne, say that prayer. She missed seeing the tranquility in her mother’s golden eyes as she surveyed the burgeoning garden. Attached to every leaf, bud, and weed, there was a memory, for they had spent hours there together, nursing the herbs essential to their craft as healers.
Inhaling the cool air of early spring, Belrina refrained from asking the Gods United why they had only given her seventeen years with her mother, for she had posed the question to them many times, and she was still waiting for an answer.
Standing, Belrina raised her startling blue eyes to the Majesties, the northeasterly mountain range that, by night, touched the stars. She drank in the tranquility of the enduring snowy peaks, now dappled with sunlight.
Moments later, Belrina wiped her hands on her apron before entering her log cabin. Of their own accord, her eyes moved towards the fireplace, coming to rest on Erynanne’s chair, which still had her shawl draped over its back. Belrina drifted closer, fingering the gray wool fringe.
Blinking rapidly, Belrina swiveled, retrieving a woven basket and calling to the pale mastiff lounging nearby. “Luna! Come, Luna.”
The mastiff rose, yawning and stretching.
Belrina smiled. “That’s a good girl.” When Luna reached her side, Belrina petted her soft ears. “Let’s see if we can find mushrooms,” she said.
Belrina set a brisk pace that Luna matched with a languid amble on the footpath. In a few minutes, the forest surrounded them, its old growth of firs and cedars stretching towards each other and the sky, filling all space.
They had not yet veered from the pathway when Luna sniffed the air and gave a deep bark, promptly sitting.
“Who is it, girl?” Belrina asked. Few people traveled this way, unless they were seeking healing. “Let’s go, see.” She continued along the path and Luna followed, her eyes trained on a distant point ahead.
Soon, she faintly heard a familiar tune being whistled, and she smiled. “Luna, it is Aurelio!” They rushed to meet her friend.
As usual, Aurelio was grinning beneath his black broad-brimmed hat. Tall and slim, he was a few summers older than Belrina.
“Hello,” he called. “I was walking this way to visit you, since I didn’t see you at Renewal. Everyone missed seeing you there.”
She dropped her eyes. “Oh! So many villages were invited to the festival this year. . .” Every child who had not yet seen her eye color would stare or ask questions. She changed the topic. “Would you like to walk with me as I search for mushrooms?”
“I spotted some on my way here—let me take you to them.” He smiled, gazing at her.
“How fortunate I ran into you!” Belrina exclaimed, waiting for him to take the lead, but he remained standing, his warm eyes on her face. She asked, “Shall we go?”
“Ah, yes.” Her friend removed his hat to run a hand through his dark, wavy hair, and then he turned, retracing his steps.
Belrina soon outpaced him, and she glanced backwards, laughing. “What strange day is this? Today, I am faster than our footrace champion.”
Aurelio gave a brief smile, twirling his hat by the brim, using both hands. His slow feet stopped walking altogether, and he stared at his hat.
She faced him, drawing near. “Is something wrong, Aurelio?” Her trained eyes examined him, but he appeared to be in good health.
“There is something on my mind,” he replied, his voice barely audible above two squirrels chittering as they scampered around a tree trunk.
“Do you wish to tell me?” Belrina touched his arm. “My mother always said ‘a shared problem is a smaller problem.’”
He smiled softly, grasping the hand she had laid on his forearm. “My parents, well, really, my mother wishes for me to. . .” Aurelio began. He glanced at her face before looking down at his boots.
“Yes?” she prompted him, hoping she could help him with the situation that was so difficult for him to name.
“Marry.”
“Oh.” Belrina felt the weight of his hand on hers, and she studied Aurelio’s hat, lying on the ground, forgotten by its owner.
He squeezed her hand, asking in a soft voice, “Do you want to know what I wish for?”
When Belrina looked into Aurelio’s face again, she saw in those familiar deep brown eyes something new and powerful, and she looked away, focusing on the arcing foliage of a fern.
Aurelio released her hand, permitting Belrina to grip her basket with both hands while she stared into its empty bottom. Strangely, she found she did not wish to learn the contents of his heart, but she would not say so to her friend.
He reached towards her as if approaching a wild bird he did not want to startle into flight. “Or perhaps you already know?” he asked as his hand grazed her shoulder. The gentleness in his voice was at odds with the intensity of the emotions she had seen in his gaze.
“No, I do not,” Belrina responded. “You have never spoken of. . . anything like this.” She met his gaze again, looking at her friend.
Aurelio smiled when her eyes met his. “Belrina,” he said, stepping closer. “Do you think. . . you could consent to be my wife?”
She gripped her basket tighter, staring at the even stitching on Aurelio’s white shirt. In the lingering silence, the sounds of the forest grew in richness and diversity.
“Please say something,” he breathed, clasping her shoulder tighter.
“I am very surprised.” Belrina raised her eyes. “We have always been friends.” She could not remember meeting Aurelio, as he was in her earliest memories of visiting the Nieve Fresca village. It was his cheerful smile that had unfailingly provided the warmest welcome. “Good friends,” she added.
Belrina made herself observe Aurelio’s face, noticing for the first time how nicely his black brows framed his gentle eyes; how gracefully his plentiful dark hair skimmed his square jawline; how his smooth golden-brown skin seemed to harness the warmth of the sun.
Her friend was now a handsome young man who wanted to marry her. “How do you know this is what you want?” Belrina asked, giving voice to one of her thoughts.
Aurelio smiled, and his dark eyes delighted in the lines giving shape to her face. His touch was light on her cheek. “I have always known. I waited for you.”
She stared at her friend. How do I escape from this moment without hurting you? she thought.
Aurelio drew closer and then stopped. “Waited to see if you might feel something for me?” His open, expressive eyes searched hers.
“I. . .” Belrina looked down, beginning again. “I care for you, and I want you to be happy.” She could not force herself to say more.
“I will be happy if you consent to be my wife.” Aurelio smiled, placing both of his warm hands on her shoulders.
Now she wished she had expressed more of her thoughts, and as he bent forward to kiss her, Belrina moved back.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, unable to meet his dark eyes. “Please allow me time to consider, Aurelio?” She ventured to look at her friend again, burying her thought: I like our friendship as it is.
He enjoyed looking at her for another moment before stepping away. “Of course.” He retrieved her basket, which had slipped unnoticed from her hands. Then he reclaimed his hat, brushing it off before replacing it on his head. He smiled, asking, “Still interested in those mushrooms?”
Belrina nodded, grateful to see her friend return to normal, and their afternoon proceeded like many others had until he walked her home.
At her door, she was uncertain whether she should invite Aurelio in, and she did not like this uncertainty.
“My mother is waiting for me, and she is not always a patient woman.” Aurelio grinned like the boy she knew. Then his grin faded, and he became the man Belrina had met that afternoon.
Aurelio stepped closer, clasping her arm above the elbow. “I love you, Belrina. Please let me take care of you. If you love me even a little, we can have a beautiful life together, a wonderful family.”
He looked into her eyes, trying to ascertain their future. “May I come visit you tomorrow afternoon?”
She nodded, and her heart sank when he responded with a luminous smile.
Aurelio bounced down the wooden steps of her front deck, calling, “Good night, Belrina!” As his long legs strode along the path, he whistled cheerfully into the evening.
Belrina closed the door, finding the interior of her small cabin dim and chilly. As she started a fire and lit the oil lamps, she easily imagined the life Aurelio described. She knew he would fulfill his promises—if she were willing to create a new home with him.
She surveyed her one-room cabin with all her mother’s possessions in the same place she had left them. After slipping her feet into the black woolen shoes next to a matching pair Erynanne used to wear, she cleaned and stored the mushrooms they had gathered.
Belrina tried imagining what counsel her mother would have offered. Her feelings for Aurelio did not match those he had for her, and it didn’t seem a stable place from which to begin a marriage.
Hours later, after she had eaten dinner and completed her chores, Belrina sat by the fire with Erynanne’s journal of herb lore unopened in her lap. She hadn’t decided what to say to Aurelio tomorrow—could she reveal her misgivings without causing him pain? Her grip tightened on the notebook she held.
Aurelio had always been her protector, insulating her from incredulous stares and intrusive questions. This was the first opportunity she had been given to protect him.
It was some time before Belrina opened the journal. Perusing the notes and illustrations in her mother’s precise hand helped settle her thoughts, and she drifted to sleep where she sat.

    
  She woke to a loud, insistent knocking. Belrina blinked in the dark, as the fire had died to embers. As the knocking grew more desperate, she fumbled her way into lighting a lantern. 
“Luna?” Belrina whispered. “Where are you?”
She aimed the lantern at the door, finding the mastiff, sniffing at the threshold. Belrina relaxed, concluding it must be someone who needed help. She ran to loose the bolt, opening the door.
It was a tall, middle-aged man dressed in bulky woolens to survive the cold of the high mountains. He struggled to catch his breath.
His dark eyes glanced at Belrina before looking over her shoulder. “I came for help. A-a-a. . . man is injured.”
“I am a healer.” Belrina left the door open as she grabbed her mother’s traveling satchel, checking its contents. The man waited on the front deck as she added a flask of water and a few medicines manufactured in the City.
“Anyone else here who can help?” He looked back into the night. “Might be good to have more people,” he muttered.
“The nearest village is four miles away. You were lucky to find me.” Belrina wrapped herself in her winter cloak and grabbed the lantern. “Please lead the way.”
Belrina, with Luna at her side, followed the man as he strode towards the Majesties. In the frigid air, her breath showed in white puffs within the soft glow of the lantern. With her eyes on the inclining ground, she waited for the mountain man to explain the situation.
After a few minutes, she suspected her companion enjoyed the solitude of the higher peaks of the Majesties for long stretches of time.
“I can carry the lantern,” the mountain man finally said, retrieving it from her before resuming his trek.
“Thank you,” she replied. “My name is Belrina.”
The tall man looked back at her. “I am Adan. Forgive my manners. . . I am not used to company.”
“There is nothing to forgive,” she replied. As they hiked up stone-studded inclines, Belrina was glad for her stout leather boots. “Please tell me about the injured man?” she asked, prompting Adan as gently as possible.
“He is about two miles up this way. He. . . isn’t from here,” Adan said, holding himself rigidly. He stared unblinking into the moonlit landscape, keeping his thoughts to himself. He said, “I didn’t get close. He has a bad fever.”
They continued their trek into the foothills, the air growing frostier, numbing Belrina’s fingers and toes. As she buried her hands under her arms, Belrina wondered why Adan seemed afraid of the feverish man. “You said he’s injured?” she inquired next.
“I saw blood on his leg,” he replied matter-of-factly.
“When a wound is infected, it can cause fever,” she explained. Watching Adan’s face in the lantern light, Belrina added, “This man’s sickness is likely not contagious.”
Adan absently nodded, peering ahead.
In the mile they had hiked, the elevation had risen significantly, and snow and ice now dotted the rocky ground. She had to slow her steps to avoid the treacherous patches, and the slower pace allowed the deep cold to infiltrate her woolen skirts and shawl.
To distract herself from the freezing temperature, Belrina considered how she could politely inquire into Adan’s anxiety concerning the injured man. She could understand his discomfort around strangers, but did he fear people from other regions? What a strange notion! She shook her head, dislodging the shawl around her face, and the frosty, moisture-rich air attacked her exposed skin. Biting her lip, she repositioned her shawl.
As each moment passed, the silence of the frigid world became more difficult to interrupt. Whatever the cause of the mountain man’s fear, Belrina began fretting for her unseen patient, who was suffering alone in these treacherous conditions. Soon she peered ahead more intently than Adan, her eyes searching for the injured man they needed to rescue.
Suddenly, Luna caught a scent and trotted forward to chase it. Adan broke into a jog, but he looked back at Belrina, moderating his pace. In the light of the night sky, she discerned Luna’s pale fur. The mastiff was standing with her nose to the ground. 
Running, Belrina passed Adan, calling Luna back, and then she saw an enormous man whose skin color matched the snow. His hair appeared to have a bit more color, but none that she had ever seen on a person before. Laying on the snow-dappled ground, his muscled arms and long legs thrashed in the throes of his fever.
Belrina rushed to kneel by his side, mixing manufactured medicine into the flask of water and administering it to the senseless man. The process was slow and messy, as much of the medicine didn’t make it into his mouth. While she was busy, Adan started a fire. When her patient had ingested sufficient medicine, Belrina used a cloth to gather snow, placing it on his forehead. That was when she noticed his ears in the firelight. Poking through his flaxen hair, they were long, narrow, and furled to a point.
“He is an elf!” Belrina exclaimed.
Adan’s head jerked up. “What is that?” He stared at the pale creature, his forgotten hands extending towards the flames.
Belrina ignored the question for a moment. “Will my treatments work for you?” she muttered, holding the compress against the elf’s smooth brow.
The minutes seemed long as she waited for the medicine to take effect, watching the elf’s convulsions and praying they would stop. Finally, his thrashing became less severe, and Belrina whispered, “Merciful are the Gods United.”
When her patient lay still, she addressed Adan, asking, “Would you please hold this against his forehead? I need to examine him.”
The mountain man was slow to comply, eventually clenching the pack of snow with his thick fingers.
Raising the lantern, Belrina examined the elf for injuries, running her hands over his limbs. Discovering no misalignments, she turned to the large patch of blood marring the lower leg of his white, fitted breeches. She carefully lifted the torn cloth, revealing a bone protruding from his shin.
Belrina sat back on her heels, for she had not treated a severe fracture like this before.
“His leg is severely broken,” Belrina informed Adan. “We need to get him to my cabin for further treatment.” She had spoken of the need easily, but she wondered how they were going to move the massive elf.
Returning to her satchel, Belrina added several powders and herbs to the flask to ease her patient’s pain.
“He is awake,” Adan announced, retracting his hand and inching away from the pale creature.
Belrina met the elf’s alert eyes, kneeling beside him and smiling. She displayed the flask to him. “This is medicine. It will make you feel better.” She lifted it to his lips, and the elf drank eagerly. “Good, very good,” Belrina murmured. “Oh, that is enough for now!” she exclaimed, withdrawing the flask.
The elf spoke a musical language.
“I’m sorry, but I do not understand.” Belrina smoothed her patient’s hair away from his eyes. She removed her shawl, and she began creating a pillow to place under his head, but Adan stopped her by offering one of his layers.
“Use this instead,” he said, not meeting her gaze. “You need that shawl more than him.”
“Thank you, Adan,” Belrina replied, holding his hand longer than necessary to show her gratitude. As she ensured her patient was comfortable, she spoke quietly to Adan. “After the medicine takes effect, I’ll bind his leg, and you’ll need to restrain him.”
Adan swallowed, but he nodded firmly.
Belrina smiled at the mountain man. “Thank you again. You were very kind to seek aid for him.” She looked down at the elf, who studied her until she lay her hand on his forehead, stroking between his light eyebrows with her thumb. Then he closed his eyes.
“The Goddess of Mercy would have shunned me forever if I had left this poor creature to die,” Adan explained. After a pause, he asked, “You said he is an. . . elf?”
“Yes. My mother told me stories about fair creatures called elves. They create beautiful cities, art, and treasures.” She did not tell Adan that elves had magic powers in those stories.
“The Gods United love beautiful things,” Adan said slowly.
Belrina smiled. “They love all that lives.”
“Aye.” Adan returned her smile, and then he gestured towards the mountains. “No one uses this path regularly. How long do you think he has been here?”
“Several days,” Belrina said. The infection would be difficult to combat. After looking down at her patient, she announced, “It is time.”
As soon as she removed her hand from the elf’s forehead, he opened his eyes. “I wish I knew your language,” she said to him. “I will do my best to explain.” She pointed at his injury. “I need to secure your leg.”
The elf immediately closed his eyes, breathing deeply.
Belrina hesitated, uncertain if her patient understood. They would soon find out. She stood, and Adan knelt behind the elf, resting his stout hands on his knees, ready to restrain the elf by his muscular shoulders.
Setting the lantern by her side, Belrina started by removing the most finely crafted boot she had ever seen. The elf remained motionless as she began cleansing the intact skin surrounding the wound. As she grabbed her linen strips, she met Adan’s eyes, and he nodded in response.
As Adan’s hands hovered above the elf’s broad shoulders, Belrina entwined a strip around the elf’s ankle while he continued his deep, regular breathing. When her frozen fingers cinched the linen around his injury, her eyes leapt to her patient’s face, but the elf had no reaction. The crackle of the fire was the only sound as she wrapped his wounded leg, from ankle to knee.
When she finished, Belrina sat on her heels, studying her calm patient, who appeared to be sleeping. The medication would only have dulled sensation. Was the elf using magic to shield himself from the pain?
“What should we do next?” Adan asked.
“Let’s let him rest.” Belrina moved to the fire, which Luna had long been enjoying. She lifted her hands to the wondrous warmth produced by the flames.
A relieved Adan soon joined her.
“When he wakes, we’ll determine if he can bear any of his own weight,” Belrina continued. “If he cannot, I’ll stay here with him while you get help.”
“In this cold? You haven’t proper clothing.” Adan shook his head emphatically.
Belrina did not argue, hoping further discussion would not be necessary.
The elf raised himself on his elbows.
“Stop! Please be careful!” Belrina exclaimed, raising her hands.
The elf immediately froze, staring at her.
“I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said, speaking evenly and slowing her movement. When she knelt beside him, she lightly tapped her chest. “I am Belrina,” she stated.
The elf sat up slowly, keeping his eyes on her. “Mathim,” he said, touching his broad chest.
Belrina gestured towards Adan, introducing her companion of the last few hours, who nodded to acknowledge the elf.
Mathim nodded in return before peering at his injured leg.
“Mathim, can you stand?” Belrina asked, rising to her feet. “Belrina stand. Mathim stand?” She pointed first to Mathim and then up.
In response, the elf brought the knee of his uninjured leg up, effortlessly pushing himself away from the ground. He left his injured leg stationary while holding out his hand to Adan.
Adan looked at Belrina, who nodded. Grasping Mathim’s hand, Adan heaved, and the massive elf soon stood on one foot.
Rushing to his side, Belrina steadied Mathim, wrapping an arm around his waist. With Adan lending his arm and shoulder on the other side, they kept the enormous elf on his feet. Belrina noticed that the top of Adan’s head barely reached Mathim’s chin.
“Walk, Mathim?” she inquired, pointing ahead. She hoped they could support the elf’s substantial weight.
Looking up at the stars, Mathim intoned a single word. Belrina gasped, and Adan’s mouth hung open. Mathim’s body mass reduced by at least half.
“Go, go, go,” Mathim said urgently, using Adan’s shoulder to hop forward.
Despite her surprise at Mathim’s use of their language, Belrina kept pace with the elf as he propelled himself down the slope. The three of them began an awkward hobble towards Belrina’s cabin, Luna leading the way.
With only the light of the moon and stars, Belrina placed her feet carefully, hoping to avoid stones or ice. After a few minutes, they achieved a smoother shuffle, developing a rhythm. She lamented every jolt to Mathim’s injured leg, but the placid elf never complained.
The constant exertion lessened the chill of the night air, for which Belrina tried to be appreciative, but it wasn’t long before she was praying to the Gods United for strength, as Mathim seemed heavier after the first half-hour. Initially, she thought it was merely a measure of her fatigue, but by the end of the hour, there could be no doubt: Mathim’s full body weight was returning.
Belrina’s muscles burned with the strain of supporting Mathim, and she heard Adan breathing heavily as well. She focused on taking one more step. Then another. She refused to think about the distance lying ahead. Adan and Mathim kept moving forward, and so did she. 
Occasionally, Mathim spoke words in his own language, but he produced no more magic. Every time he spoke, Belrina studied his pale face. His eyes were always fixed ahead, prompting her to take another step forward. Then another.
Finally, Belrina heard a whine from Luna, and she looked up. The cabin was several yards away. With renewed vigor, Belrina aimed for the door, and they deposited Mathim clumsily, but safely, into the single bed designated for patients. The wooden bed frame creaked under the weight of the large elf.
“Can I help with anything else?” Adan asked, still panting. “The fire, it should not be left unattended.”
“Will you not rest first? I can prepare some tea for you,” Belrina offered.
“Thank you, but you have enough to do.” Adan looked at Mathim, whose pale skin was visible in the dim cabin. “Belrina, if you need me, I will stay. What he did. . .” The mountain man froze, his eyes fixed on Mathim’s pointed ears.
“He can harm no one in his current state,” Belrina said, touching Adan’s elbow. “You have saved this poor creature’s life, and the Goddess of Mercy will reward you well.” She held out her hand, saying, “May your paths always be pleasant.”
Adan clasped her hand, meeting her eyes. “May the Gods United always find you,” he replied. Then he vanished into the night, returning to his serene life in the Majesties.






  
  Introduction to Magic


After barring the door for the night, Belrina turned towards Mathim, who lay still in the undersized bed. There was no guarantee he would live, for under the clean linen bandage, the infection festered, colonizing and invading his body. She had to stop it from killing him. 
She arranged a coverlet over her patient, muttering a quick prayer.
After lighting the kitchen lamp, Belrina loaded a bed tray with tea and slices of honey-drizzled raisin bread, setting it before the sleeping elf.
Mathim roused when she called his name. She displayed a manufactured pellet—the only one in her supply—to him. “This medicine will combat the infection. It must be swallowed.” She demonstrated, watching to see if he understood.
The elf held out his hand for the medicine, ingesting it before launching into the contents of the tray.
“Good.” Belrina nodded. The dose would last twenty-four hours.
In the kitchen, she added a sedative to a second cup of tea. After seeing the rapidity with which Mathim ate the bread, she cut another generous slice.
While he consumed the new fare, Belrina lit a mirrored lamp, arranging all available sources of light near his injured leg. She set her mother’s tool kit on the table and began sanitizing the implements.
Mathim studied her every movement.
“I promise, Mathim, I will do everything I can to heal you.” Belrina met his eyes, which shone in the increased light, and she inhaled audibly. They were the same color as her mother’s. Outside of her family, she had only seen brown eyes. Questions too complicated to ask without a shared language flowed through her mind.
Mathim began blinking drowsily as the sedative took effect. Recalled to her purpose, Belrina finished her preparations and approached Mathim’s bedside with her tools. He did not stir.
Cutting his snug breeches above the knee, she carefully removed the bandages. Gaining trust in the sedative, Belrina set a basin below the injured leg, and then she piped distilled water over the ruined flesh in a steady, gentle stream.
As bloody water flowed into the basin, she saw foreign debris and bone shards in the wound that she needed to remove. Using several tools, she tried to eliminate all contaminants. It was essential to saving Mathim’s life.
While Belrina worked, the sky lightened, and the first rays of the sun streamed into her cabin through the high, narrow window traversing the length of the east-facing wall. She felt the strain in her eyes and neck, but she ignored these annoyances. Her patient’s needs were much more critical.
Belrina studied Mathim’s misplaced bone. She had observed her mother treat fractures, but none that had punctured through the skin. It was clear, though, that the bone had to be restored to its original position. Looking at her available tools, she pressed the protruding bone down, looping the suturing thread around it and the bone from which it had separated. After nearly an hour, she could close the wound, replacing damaged tissue with a line of neat stitches. Then Belrina applied an anti-infective herbal treatment before protecting the area with fresh linen strips. She hoped she had done enough. Heavy-lidded, she cleaned and cleared everything away, leaving her bloodied apron outdoors to be washed later. Belrina smiled when she noticed Adan had returned the lantern, placing it on the front deck.
Once in a clean dress, she moved a cushioned chair next to Mathim. Thus far, the only sound from him was steady breathing, and she smoothed his blankets before settling in the chair and succumbing to her fatigue. 
A few hours later, she reluctantly roused when Luna placed her head in Belrina’s lap. She stroked Luna’s forehead as the mastiff patiently waited to be let outside. Belrina glanced at Mathim and started. In a peaceful sleep, his skin glowed. She blinked. As she raised her hand to touch the diffuse silvery light, Luna whined. 
Trying to be quiet, Belrina unbarred the door for her, and sunlight streamed in. She turned back to Mathim, discovering the subtle luminosity was gone. Then he opened those eyes so like her mother’s.
“I am sorry to wake you.” Belrina felt Mathim’s forehead, and his skin was cool beneath her fingers. She retrieved the blanket she had used, covering him. At first glance, his face had seemed serene, but she could now see he held himself stiffly. After she gave him her most powerful pain reliever, Mathim peered at his bandaged leg. Belrina considered how to communicate with him, and then she grabbed a notebook and a pencil, sketching his injury.
“You have a severe fracture.” She showed him the sketch, and then she retrieved a spool of suturing thread, unwinding a strand. “Until your bone heals, this is keeping it together.” Going back to the illustration, Belrina faced it towards Mathim, repeatedly drawing a line around the two pieces of bone. Mathim looked surprised. To ensure he understood, Belrina pantomimed winding the thread around his leg.
She held her hands above his injured leg. “Please do not move.” She looked at Mathim. “Do you understand?”
“Mathim understand.” The tune his musical voice sounded was mournful. The elf looked down, his shoulder-length golden hair falling against his face, which was nearly as white as a cumulous cloud on a sunny day. Was that his natural color?
Belrina covered one of his pale hands with hers. “The bone can heal, but it will take time. Do not despair.” She smiled, trying not to think of the infection that could rob him of the opportunity to heal. “You must be hungry.”
She started the stew of oats and dried fruit before retreating to the bathing room to wash her face and quickly braid her hair.
“Stilth zabina!” Mathim bellowed.
Belrina ran into the main living area to see Luna frozen in mid-stride at the foot of Mathim’s bed.
“Luna!” she cried, sprinting to her pet, who whined and rolled her eyes. “Mathim, did you do this?” Belrina hugged Luna, petting her head. “Luna is my friend.”
Mathim uttered another Elvish word and the strange force operating against Luna vanished.
Belrina showered Luna with affection, comforting her. Once she determined Luna had recovered, she said, “Come, Luna, I am going to introduce you to Mathim.” She walked towards the elf, Luna obediently following.
“Sit, Luna,” Belrina commanded, and the large animal sat.
Mathim stared at Luna, fascinated by her mouth.
“You will be nice to Luna, won’t you, Mathim? No more magic?” Belrina implored.
The elf was not listening. Belrina squeezed his hand, and finally, he turned his eyes away from the mastiff. “Luna is my friend. Mathim is my friend.”
Mathim’s golden eyes reflected confusion.
Belrina petted Luna’s soft head, trying again. “Luna is a good dog.” She guided his hand towards Luna, but he balked, and she couldn’t budge his arm any more than she could an old-growth redwood.
She sighed. “Come, Luna.” Belrina led the mastiff to her favorite spot by the fire, where a nest of blankets waited. As she petted her gentle companion again, the image of Luna’s immobilized body appeared in Belrina’s mind. Luna was unharmed, but she could not dispel her unease. Mathim’s injuries did not impede his ability to use magic, and she wondered what else he could do with it.
The smell of breakfast roused her from her thoughts, and after washing her hands in the kitchen spigot, she prepared Mathim’s breakfast tray. As she approached him, he sat up without using his arms, keeping both legs motionless. He intoned an Elvish word, transforming a blanket into a pillow. She stared. With another chant, the pillow floated to rest behind Mathim’s back, and he settled against it.
“Very helpful,” Belrina finally said, setting her legs in motion again. As soon as she placed the bed tray over Mathim’s lap, he started eating.
Belrina retreated to the kitchen to eat her own breakfast, but she ate slowly, considering whether to administer Mathim a light sedative.
No, she thought guiltily. Mathim intends no harm. She turned her mind towards obtaining more infection-fighting medicine. She could not leave Mathim to visit the neighboring healers, the closest of whom was several hours away. Suddenly, she smiled, remembering Aurelio would come later. She was certain he would help, and with his swift feet, the medicine would arrive as quickly as possible.
Looking towards the elf, Belrina observed his empty bowl. With a smile, she rose from her seat. “Would you like more?” she asked.
With one Elvish word from Mathim, his bowl appeared on the kitchen table near Belrina.
“I think that is a yes,” she laughed. After Belrina provided a more generous helping, she took a few steps towards Mathim, but he said another Elvish word and a gentle force tugged at the bowl in her hands. When she released it, the bowl floated to Mathim’s tray.
“Yes, magic is helpful. But Mathim, will you not tire yourself?” Belrina asked. She suspected he must have had a reason for not using magic last night, when it had been sorely needed. Perhaps the medication was permitting Mathim to believe he was healthier than he was. She crossed her arms over her chest, looking at Mathim. “You need to rest,” she instructed.
Mathim stopped eating to look at her, tilting his head. He asked, “Belrina eat?”
“Mathim rest,” Belrina insisted. “It is important you rest. No more magic today, please.”
“No? Today?” Mathim repeated, trying to work through the puzzle of her words.
Belrina tried a different approach. She pointed to Luna, who still lounged by the fire. “Luna rests. Mathim rests.”
Mathim looked at Luna, nodding. “Belrina eat?” he inquired again, smiling slightly before resuming his breakfast.
Belrina sighed. He was going to be a restless patient—if the infection did not return. Her mother had treated many such.
After breakfast, she adjusted the pillows so Mathim could recline.
“Mathim rest,” he said cheerfully.
Belrina suppressed a laugh. “Yes, rest now.”
By the time she had finished yesterday’s laundry, Mathim appeared to be sleeping, and Belrina needed no other invitation to rest herself. She sat down by the fire, trying to recall every detail of her mother’s stories about elves. All too soon, the whistling of a merry tune woke Belrina. Was it afternoon already?
She wearily rose to her feet, and then she froze as the memory of Aurelio’s marriage proposal surfaced. She was uncertain she had the courage to be honest with him, but perhaps they would not revisit that conversation now that there were more pressing matters to discuss. After a slow exhale, she slipped out the door to greet her friend outside, seeing as Mathim was still sleeping.
Luna was trotting alongside Aurelio, as if walking him home.
“Happy day to you, Belrina.” Aurelio’s broad smile faded as he took in her rumpled dress and tired eyes. “Is something amiss?” he asked, striding to her side.
“I am well, but I had an eventful night,” Belrina replied, leading Aurelio to the wooden bench on her front deck. Starting with Adan’s knock on her door, she provided a full account of what had transpired since they had last seen each other.
“He has magic! How do we know it is safe for you to be alone with him?” Aurelio immediately asked when she finished.
“Aurelio, he understands I am helping him,” Belrina countered. “He will not harm me.”
“We do not know why he is here or what he wants, Belrina.”
“True, but would I question any other traveler before offering healing?” she insisted. Belrina gazed at her friend steadily. “He needs my help.”
Aurelio smiled softly, his eyes lingering on her face. “Your kindness is beautiful, Belrina,” he breathed, enfolding her hands in his. “Because I love you, my heart warns me to be cautious. If anything were to happen to you. . .”
“Nothing will—” Belrina began.
“You cannot promise that!” Aurelio interjected. “Only the Gods United know what the future holds.”
“When did you get to be so serious?” Belrina asked lightly.
He smiled, although not as broadly as before. “I have no idea.” He held her hands a moment longer. “Please be careful, Belrina,” Aurelio said quietly before standing. “I think it is time I met Mathim.”
When they entered the cabin, Mathim seemed to be expecting them, and to Belrina’s eye, his peaceful face appeared more tense.
“Mathim, this is Aurelio,” Belrina announced, making the hurried introduction before rushing to provide more pain medication.
“Hello, Mathim,” Aurelio said, smiling. He stopped short of Mathim’s bedside.
“Auralieo,” the elf said slowly, trying the name on his tongue.
Aurelio corrected him, stepping closer as Belrina handed Mathim a tumbler of medicated water.
Mathim took a generous drink before trying again. “Aurelio?”
Her friend nodded, flashing his bright smile. Then he noted, “You were right, Belrina. Mistress Erynanne had eyes the exact same color.”
“Erynanne?” Mathim sat up.
“Rest, Mathim,” Belrina instructed.
The elf complied, easing back on his pillow while staring at Aurelio, who looked around. “This is quite a predicament. Belrina, you need some privacy,” he stated, surveying the cabin, pacing through the confined space.
Mathim tracked Aurelio’s movement.
“We can erect a screen here,” Aurelio suggested, gesturing with his hands. “Master Silvio and I could craft it for you.”
“Thank you, but I think medicine for Mathim is more important,” Belrina replied, looking at her patient, who continued his close observation of Aurelio.
“I was thinking about that,” he replied. “I could run through our circle of villages. Perhaps our neighbors have some.”
Belrina considered. “Mathim needs at least six more doses. It would be better to go directly to a healer.”
“Master Valerio is the closest. I can be there and back in a day,” Aurelio said, smiling proudly.
Belrina crossed her arms over her chest, gripping her elbows. “What if Master Valerio doesn’t have enough? I only had one dose.”
Aurelio crossed the room and clasped her arm. “We’ll send messenger pigeons to all neighboring healers. I’ll find the medicine for you, Belrina,” he affirmed. “Please, don’t worry.” He stepped closer, his dark eyes fixed on her face.
Belrina dropped her own eyes. “It is a blessing to have a friend like you.” She met his gaze, adding, “With your help, I believe we can save him.”
Aurelio smiled, murmuring, “I hope so.” It was a long moment before he stepped away. “I’ll send word so you know when to expect me.”
Hurriedly, Belrina retrieved a string of bartering beads, handing them to Aurelio as she walked him to the door.
“I shall return as soon as I can,” he declared, turning to face her on the front deck.
If he had not proposed to her yesterday, Belrina would have thrown her arms around him. Instead, she gripped his hand and said, “Thank you, Aurelio. I will pray for your safe journey.”
He clasped her hand, gazing into her eyes. “And I shall pray for you, Belrina,” he said, his voice low. “Stay safe.” His eyes darted to where Mathim lay beyond the cabin’s wall. Turning abruptly, he jogged back to Nieve Fresca, Luna trotting at his side for a bit.
When Luna returned to the front door, Belrina ruffled her soft ears. “Why can’t I say yes, girl?” she asked softly.
When Belrina entered the cabin, Mathim greeted her with a hopeful question. “Eat?”
She smiled, preparing a plate of dried fruits and nuts for him.
Mathim gratefully accepted the fare, and as Belrina turned away, he reached for her elbow, stopping her.
“Erynanne?” he asked.
“She was my mother,” Belrina replied.
“Mother?” Mathim questioned, stumbling over the foreign word. He shook his head.
Belrina considered how to explain. She went back to her notebook, sketching a woman with a baby in her arms. Showing the sketch to Mathim, she pointed to the woman, saying, “Erynanne.” Then she pointed to the baby, stating, “Belrina.”
Mathim stared. “Erynannea etz Belrina,” he breathed.
“I do not understand,” she said, shaking her head. Belrina returned to her drawing, trying to make the eyes on the woman more realistic. Belrina pointed to them, showing Mathim. “Erynanne has gold eyes,” she said. Then she pointed to Mathim’s eyes, saying, “Mathim has gold eyes. Do you know how that can be?”
He provided an explanation in Elvish.
Belrina shook her head, offering Mathim the notebook, but he set it aside, preferring to eat.
She sighed, deciding it was time for a proper bath. Retreating to the bathing chamber, Belrina opened the spigot to fill the ceramic tub with spring water, and then she started the fire to warm the water.
For the first few minutes of her bath, Belrina’s fatigue allowed her to lounge without thought. All too soon, one question kept reverberating through her mind: how long? How long can I keep him alive? She devised a treatment plan using her current supply of medicine.
Once she emerged from the bathing chamber, Belrina applied another herbal salve on Mathim’s wound, which she would do every four to six hours. She studied her patient. Judging from his build, he was accustomed to physical activity.
“Luna, do you want to play fetch?” Belrina called.
The white mastiff scrambled for her well-used ball, grasping it in her powerful jaws and dropping it at Belrina’s feet.
Mathim studied the mastiff’s movements.
“Good girl!” Belrina tossed the soft ball again, which bounced off the wood floor boards into Luna’s waiting mouth. 
When Luna happily returned the ball to Belrina, she handed it to Mathim, who sent it arcing towards Luna. The mastiff hopped and caught the ball in midair, causing Mathim to exclaim in his language.
Smiling, Belrina patted the bed. “Bring it right here, Luna. That’s a good girl—you are so smart!” She fondled Luna’s ears. “Go ahead, Mathim,” she said, nodding to the ball.
Mathim picked it up, and Luna immediately fixed her eyes on her toy. He tossed the ball between his hands, watching Luna’s head swivel. Then he looped it over the mastiff.
Belrina ensured Luna returned the ball to Mathim’s bed before looking out her kitchen window. Soon, they would send the pigeons, and she wondered if Aurelio would set off tonight.
The next morning, Mathim was rosy-cheeked, and after feeling his forehead, Belrina rushed to give him medicine to reduce the fever. She had continued the herbal treatments throughout the night, but they were already failing to prevent the infection’s resurgence.
Belrina scoured her mother’s journal, discovering she could double the strength of a few key ingredients. After she applied the stronger salve, there was a gentle knock on her door.
Victoriano, whose curly dark hair matched his thick curly eyelashes, stood on the front deck, holding his hat in his hands.
“Morning, Belrina,” he said, nodding. “Aurelio sent me. He wanted you to know he left for Mistress Petra’s village last night. He’ll be back in four days. Maybe quicker the way he runs.” Victoriano finally drew a breath.
“Ah, thank you. Would you like to come in, Victoriano?”
“No—you must be busy.” He started edging away, replacing his hat. Then he planted his feet, staring down at them. “Is there anything you need?” He briefly met Belrina’s eyes. “All is well?”
“I am well,” Belrina assured him. “I am only concerned about Mathim.” Could he hold out for four days?
“Aurelio will be here soon,” Victoriano affirmed. “He’ll get that medicine.” His feet began moving again. “Uh, good day to you.”
“Good day,” Belrina said, distantly noticing her powder-stained hands. She looked towards the towering Majesties, luminous where sunlight blossomed on the snow, and she filled her lungs with the fresh spring air.
As she entered the cabin, Mathim was playing fetch with Luna, and when the mastiff placed the ball on his bed, he hesitantly touched her forehead. Luna licked him encouragingly, but Mathim retracted his hand, studying it. With one magical word, his hand was clean once again.
That morning was the last time Mathim was healthy enough to play with Luna. Over the next two days, Belrina administered herbal or manufactured medicines each hour, and she used every bit of knowledge she had gained from her mother, but the fever kept worsening. Almost constantly, Mathim closed his eyes to bear the pain untouched by her medicine, breathing as he had when she first touched his injured leg. He clung to his stoicism as fervently as she clung to her fading hope, but they both knew they were losing the battle against the infection. 
I do not know if my words have any power at all, Belrina prayed to the Gods United at one point. But I cannot help asking you to spare Mathim’s life. Please.
With no other remedy, Belrina continued her prayers, offering gratitude every time Mathim opened his eyes, not knowing he would do so again the next time he closed them.
On the dawning of the third day, Belrina woke when light streamed across her face. She had fallen asleep in her chair next to Mathim, and she immediately cast her eyes on him.
His skin glistened with sweat, but he was not yet thrashing. He gripped a pink shard in his hands.
Belrina moved closer, staring at the opaque crystal, wondering if it held magic. She jerked when Mathim clasped the side of her head, intoning an Elvish word.
Then she could see only his golden eyes while his voice filled her mind.
‘Belrina, I am dying here. I need to return home. Please come with me. You are Erynannea. It is important we return together.’ He wrapped her hands around the crystal, and then he covered her hands with his.
Belrina’s thoughts oozed through her sleep-deprived mind. Mathim would live if she returned with him? Her hands were sweating from the heat of his feverish flesh. If Mathim stayed, could she heal him? Only the Gods United knew if the medicine would work at this advanced stage of the infection. And it would not arrive until tomorrow. Mathim might not have a tomorrow. As Belrina’s eyes filled with tears, she gripped the crystal, its hard-edged facets digging into her palms.
‘Will you come with me to the land of your mother’s ancestors?’ His golden gaze was steady and tranquil. 
Belrina blinked in confusion. Her mother had elven ancestry? How could that be possible?
He waited for her answer patiently, ignoring the infection boiling his blood. His smooth, pale face was a mask of serenity as he also disregarded the pain. A tear ran down Belrina’s cheek, and she knew she couldn’t continue watching Mathim die.
“Yes,” she replied, uncertain if she had voiced the thought aloud.
‘Focus on your desire to be in my homeland,’ Mathim instructed.
Belrina filled herself with prayer, yearning to be in a place of magic where Mathim could be healed.
When Mathim intoned an Elvish word, an invisible power swirled around them.
Belrina closed her eyes against the whipping force, and then the world dissolved into pain and searing heat.






  
  Another Departure


Later that afternoon, Aurelio returned to Belrina’s cabin with the medicine. When she did not answer his knock, he entered, finding Luna alone. The mastiff was sniffing, crossing the room in a bewildered manner. Aurelio’s eyes absorbed the confusing details: Mathim’s empty bed, Belrina’s boots left by the front door, and the open door to the bathing chamber. 
“Belrina?” Aurelio called. He hoped for—but did not expect—a response.
He watched Luna’s frenzied pursuit, realizing that she was following Belrina’s scent trails. They did not lead outside. Aurelio joined Luna in searching the cabin’s interior, looking for clues to explain Belrina’s disappearance. Everything was in its usual place.
When Luna howled in frustration, he felt like doing the same. Belrina had been taken by no ordinary means.
“Magic!” Aurelio growled. He tossed his hat off, running his hands through his wavy hair. “Mathim, where did you take her?” His face crumpled. “Why?”
The young man sat down in Belrina’s chair by the fire. Luna whined and placed her head on his lap. He petted the mastiff for several minutes.
“How do we find Belrina, girl? Gods United, please help me.” An idea struck him, as if in answer to his prayer. “The Old Ones! In the stories, they grant wishes, so they must understand magic. They can help me find Belrina.”
Aurelio rose, extinguishing the fire. He closed all the curtains before slowly shutting the door.
“Come, Luna, we have a long journey ahead of us. We must go to the City to speak with the Old Ones.”
On his way home, Aurelio mentally composed a list of the items he would need for his journey. As he strode through the door, he saw his mother cooking supper. He would miss the comfort of this normalcy, which his departure would disrupt for the entire family. 
As his hands fumbled with his hat, his mother turned. Sophia immediately abandoned her spoon, sitting him down at their kitchen table.
“What’s wrong, mijo?” she asked.
“Mama, the elf-man took Belrina. I need to find her!”
Aurelio’s eldest niece, who had seen but seven summers, stopped playing with her cloth doll and looked at him with large, dark eyes.
“It’s alright, Maribel,” Sophia said soothingly. Lowering her voice, she whispered to Aurelio. “Mijo, let’s not frighten the children. Now, the elf-man was sick and injured. How could he take Belrina anywhere?”
“Magic,” Aurelio hissed. Hearing this word, Sophia placed her hand over his. “There is no other explanation. Luna tried to find Belrina, but not one scent trail left the cabin.” Aurelio patted Luna’s head with his free hand. The mastiff had not strayed far from his side. “Mama, I can’t rest until I know Belrina is safe.”
“I know what she means to you, my boy. I’ll pray to the Gods United to keep Belrina safe. What are you planning to do?” Sophia asked cautiously.
Aurelio’s second eldest brother walked in, exclaiming as he did, “Mama, the stew smells delicious. I hope it’s ready to eat!” Then Nazario noticed the serious faces. “What happened?” he asked.
“Belrina and the elf-man have vanished. I am going to look for them,” Aurelio explained again, more quietly. “Mama, I intend to ask the Old Ones for help. They grant wishes, so they must have magic. They are the only ones who can help.”
“The Old Ones.” Sophia crossed her arms over her chest, leaning back in her chair. “There must be another way.”
Aurelio placed his hands on his knees, meeting his mother’s eye. “I cannot think of one.”
Sophia arched a black eyebrow. “Are you thinking at all? You clearly want to run off right this minute.” She drummed her fingers on her forearm. “Tell me. What is the rest of your plan? How are you planning to get through the unprotected woods alive?” Both eyebrows had climbed upwards, furrowing his mother’s brow, and she leaned towards him expectantly.
Swallowing, Aurelio sat straight in his chair. “The Gods United will provide a way,” he said stiffly.
Nazario cleared his throat. “Uh, Aurelio, let’s think it through together. We don’t know where they went. What if they are somewhere in the Mountain Region? Shouldn’t we search here first?”
Aurelio slowly shook his head. “It is possible, I suppose.” He raked a hand through his hair. “But my heart tells me Belrina is far away.” He took to his feet. “I need to leave now—she could be hurt!”
Sophia stood, fastening her fists to her hipbones. “What you need to do is rest! How many miles did you run in the last few days to get medicine for Belrina?” Aurelio opened his mouth to speak, but Sophia continued, “You need to calm down, eat, sleep. If you do not, how can you help Belrina?” She fixed him with a stare. “After you eat, you can prepare for the journey. I will visit the village council, and we will have pigeons sent throughout the region.” She nodded. “Tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep, and if the pigeons bring no news of Belrina, you can leave for the City.”
She turned to her other son. “Nazario, please watch the stew and feed all little ones.”
“Yes, Mama,” Nazario replied.
Aurelio remained standing, earning his mother’s attention again.
“You are staying here to eat that stew as soon as it is done, right?” Sophia tilted her head, staring at Aurelio.
“Yes, Mama,” Aurelio echoed his older brother, sitting down. He would have more endurance for the journey if he ate well now. With luck, fast feet would get him through the deep forest undetected by the predatory beasts who lived there.
Sophia nodded her head in satisfaction and then swept from the room.
Nazario picked up the wooden spoon abandoned by their mother. As he stirred the stew, he said mildly, “The Old Ones grant wishes, but there are no happy endings.”
“I need their magic to find Belrina.”
Nazario turned his dark eyes on Aurelio. “What will it cost?” he asked. “To ensure Belrina’s safety, you risk your own. Please be careful, brother.”
“I will be as careful as I can be,” Aurelio replied, lowering his eyes. He could not promise his family more. To protect Belrina, he was prepared to make any sacrifice.
“As careful as you were when you chased that bag of seeds that bounced off our cart? You tumbled along with it down a ravine.”
“Thanks for not telling our parents about that.” Aurelio stood, reaching to clasp his brother’s shoulders. He met Nazario’s eyes. “I will do my best. That is all I can promise.” He looked into the cook pot. “Is it about ready? It’s been a long time since I’ve had a warm meal!”
Nazario began ladling out the stew, and Aurelio helped by setting the bowls on the table. Soon, the children of the family surrounded them with their cheerful chatter. However, as soon as he could, Aurelio retreated to the room he shared with his unmarried brothers, and Luna followed him. The mastiff’s silence suited him as he packed a satchel for his journey.
“Do you want to come with me, girl?” he asked, ruffling the dog’s soft ears. She would warn him if any predatory beasts were near, but he also needed a weapon.
He crept to the toolshed, examining the hunting supplies. Aurelio fingered the tight hemp weave of a sling. His aim was more accurate with a sling than a bow, and projectiles for arming it were easy to find, unlike arrows. He placed it in a side pocket of his satchel, hoping he would not have to use it.
The next day, messenger pigeons confirmed no one had seen either Belrina or a large, pale man in the area, and then Aurelio had another conversation with his mother, which ended in him conceding that anyone who wished to help find Belrina could join him.
When Sophia raised the call, volunteers and well-wishers filled their home, donating provisions or opinions (and often both). None approved of Aurelio’s plan to visit the Old Ones, but everyone agreed someone should search for their missing healer.
When Master Silvio had appeared at their door, offering his mule to Aurelio, the young man had tried to refuse his mentor’s gift.
“Master, this is too much!” he had said.
“Nonsense,” Master Silvio had replied, waving away his objection. “You will need her more than me.” He had patted the mule’s back and rubbed her between the eyes. “Be as faithful to Aurelio as you were to me, Sadie.” Then Master Silvio had turned to Aurelio, saying, “Be on your guard—not only for wild cats and ositos. Be careful with those Old Ones, my boy. I’d like my apprentice to return to my woodshop soon.”
“I’ll be careful, Master Silvio,” Aurelio had vowed. “Thank you for understanding that I need to do this.”
When the bustle finally died down, three long days had passed. Now, Aurelio and twenty companions were ready for their journey to the City, and although the sun had scarcely crested the horizon, his feet were eager to move.
The inhabitants of Nieve Fresca lined the route, waving and calling out final farewells and last-minute advice.
Lifting his hat in reply, Aurelio led the group, holding the halter for a provision-laden Sadie. As Luna trotted at his side, he used a barely perceptible path slanting westwards through woodlands.
As the voices of their family and friends faded, silence prevailed among the company while they marched away from the village in a long line. Most in the group were of an age with Aurelio, and there were several with whom he had shared boyhood adventures. He prayed they would all get to the City safely.
A petite boy called Cesario, known to be short-sighted and a lover of old books, was the first to break the silence by telling a story.
“My nanita told me about a girl who visited the Old Ones. She asked them to cure her father’s rare illness. The girl returned home fifty years later, looking the same as when she had left. She had a healing potion, but of course, her father was long dead. She believed she had only been gone six weeks.”
Exclamations and uneasy murmuring erupted.
“Why didn’t she come home right away?” Aurelio’s friend, Epifanio, asked.
“She had to do something for the Old Ones before they gave her the potion,” Cesario explained. “Aurelio,” he called, “in the stories, the Old Ones give nothing without asking for something in return.”
Without turning around, Aurelio said, “I’ll give them whatever they want.” The silence that followed seemed disapproving. He knew his mother would certainly object. 
It was Epifanio who disrupted the silence. “Do you know something? I can’t remember any story that says what the Old Ones look like.”
“Well, they must look old! That’s why they are called the Old Ones,” chuckled Noelio. A lean man with a prominent mustache, he was a few years older than Nazario.
“But how many of them are there? Are they male or female? Don’t you think it’s strange that anyone who has seen an Old One doesn’t say what they have seen?” Epifanio insisted.
“Of course it is. Everything about the Old Ones is strange,” Noelio quickly retorted.
“I think it would be helpful to consider what we know about the Old Ones,” Cesario said. After a pause, he added, “If an animal was attacking a henhouse, wouldn’t you want to know what kind of animal it was? Knowing if it were a raccoon, weasel, or dog, you could better plan how to protect the chickens.”
“Or perhaps it is more like courting a girl? I heard you should get to know her preferences and bring her gifts that will please her.” Aurelio turned to see Victoriano finish his statement with a blush, ducking his head, which set a bouquet of spiral curls into motion.
The boys laughed.
“And what do you know about courting, Victoriano? All the girls come to you,” Noelio said testily.
“No, not all the girls—just your sisters!” Epifanio laughed, clapping Noelio’s back. “Come, man, you know Victoriano does nothing to encourage them. I have never seen him voluntarily speak to a girl first.”
“No, I suppose he does not encourage them,” Noelio admitted.
“I try to avoid your sisters, Noelio. Once, I fell as I ran away from Sola, twisting my ankle,” Victoriano recounted. “I hid in a hollow tree for an hour, listening to Sola call my name. Luckily, she never found me.”
This eruption of laughter was louder than the first.
“Victoriano can’t help having a pretty face, Noelio,” Aurelio chuckled. After a pause, he considered, “Maybe I should give the Old Ones a gift? What did they ask for in the stories?”
There was a long pause as the young men tried to remember. They were walking through a dense canopy of trees that only occasionally allowed pockets of sunlight to warm them.
“Remember the story about Paulino?” Cesario asked. “He began losing his hair when he was seventeen. He stole a stallion to travel to the City, and he asked the Old Ones





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Human in
appearance.

Elven in ancestry. ¢
~ Duality gives

. her power.

BOOK ONE
SONGS OF POWER

ALMA M. VASQUEZ







