
		
			[image: TRC_Final-ebook.jpg]
		


		
			​THE HUNT

			​   ALESTA

			THE RUINOUS CURSE SERIES

			By Mark K. McClain

		


		
			The Hunt for Alesta - The Ruinous Curse

			by Mark K. McClain


			Published by Next Journey Books

Copyright © 2022 Mark K. McClain

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 



			 

		


		
		


		
		


		
		


		
		


		
		


		
		


		
		


		
			Acknowledgments



			Both credit and inspiration for this work go to my wonderful partner, Rochelle, and our son, Matt. Their patience and support throughout the creation process were invaluable. 

			The remarkably talented folks who helped bring this book to life. My superheroes:

			Amazing proofreader, Claire Cronshaw:

			cherryedits.com

			Brilliant sounding board & author, Laura Engelhardt: lauraengelhardt.com

			Creatively stunning artwork, Lawrence Mann: lawrencemann.co.uk

			Dazzling beta reader and editor, Lisa Wong:

			sites.google.com/view/bookbeta/home

			Extraordinary book coach, Margaret McNellis:

			mcnelliswrites.com

			Fantastic cover artist & design expert: Rena Violet:

			www.coversbyviolet.com

			Thank you all for making

			Barrett’s story come to life!

		


		
			[image: ]

			​War Draws Near

			It was Saturday morning. Barrett slammed his book shut with every intention of skipping lessons. Being with Zanora was more important. He hadn’t seen her in four days and, as a result, was repeatedly reading the same eight lines from Greatest War Strategies. That was surely a sign, right? He missed Gaia and Unger, too. All three were his best friends.

			Besides, he had been diligent the rest of the year, mastering Elven and Cydoric languages. But Yaris, his Warder, still expected combat training today. 

			The prince’s typical days consisted of studies, fighting arts, foreign languages, and brief visits with his father, the king, while nights were spent sitting before a burning hearth reading a good book. Those times helped him ponder things no young man should carry as a burden. He tried ignoring the troubling thoughts but his mind always settled on the coming war. Everyone talked about it yet there was nothing he could do. It was not as if he alone could stop an army from moving against the west. Especially one led by a crazed sorceress.

			He moved to the large wooden perch beside his bed to stroke his raven’s head. The bird squawked at the loving attention. The two had been together since she landed on his balcony railing years ago within days of his mother’s death. 

			Before the queen passed to her next life, the king had been attentive and loving to her and the prince, spending a great deal of time with both. But from that day on, his father’s only concern became running the kingdom. The two men grew apart and though the prince knew he was still loved deeply, their relationship had fallen into ruin.

			“Samaren,” began the prince, “Alesta is destroying everything in her path. She’s already swept through Logren and Camire. We have to stop her. Books say dealing with a wizard or sorceress is tricky business, but what do I know?” He had never actually seen their powerful magic, only read pages filled with legends of Merlin, Circe, Morgana Le Fay, and many more. Yet, they felt like mere stories.

			The raven cawed loudly and Barrett felt certain she was agreeing. She launched to sit on his shoulder.

			“If I’m supposed to be king someday, I’ve got to prove myself in battle,” he said, pacing his large room. He paused to swat several pesky flies. Samaren ate two. “What kind of ruler can’t help defend their home? I wish mother was here. She’d know what to do.” He rubbed his face. “Besides, I can’t train every single day. I need personal time, too.”

			The raven cawed again. 

			“You know, the Bureau of Mystical Affairs is already on edge over Alesta’s attacks. She’s giving magic a bad name again. But it’s not like they can stop her. They’re just a bunch of goons in fancy robes.” He shrugged. “What does it matter, really?”

			Lowering onto the wooden bench at the foot of his bed, he slid on his boots and rid himself of thoughts of death and combat. He wanted out of the castle and to see his friends. Every Saturday, the group had lunch at The Triple Moon in the city’s merchant district. It helped him feel normal. But in truth, he could never be like the others; he was going to be king. Still, he could wish.

			His father always said being late was a sign of a disorganized mind. So, Barrett went to great lengths to ensure he was on time. He hurriedly changed his appearance to look as any other on the street. Formal castle attire and battle dress were left behind for his worn, brown cloak, green breeches, and tunic—the one with a patched right elbow. 

			“I’ll be home soon. The balcony doors are open if you need exercise. Go on now.” Samaren launched from his shoulder with a farewell caw. 

			Moving to the bookcase, he scanned the second shelf for the worn leather book, Wizards & Sorceresses of Legend. Removing the thick volume, he snaked his arm through its opening, grasped the lever, then lowered it. 

			To his right, a small section of wall swung silently inward. He stepped into the tunnel’s depths, lit a torch, took it from the iron holder, then shut the door with a soft clank. 

			Within the passage’s stony confines, he entered another world. When he was younger, it was an escape into imagination as the dark tunnel provided ample opportunities for going somewhere other than his father’s kingdom. Many times, he had saved Westmore from fire-breathing dragons, ogre invasions, and monsters no one had ever heard of, all from within the depths of the wide, cold walkway. 

			Older now, he traversed its length, rubbing his fingers over the damp stones, allowing more happy memories to flood his mind. They didn’t last long, as they were replaced by horrific scenes of men dying at the hands of a mad woman. 

			“Soon I’ll have to fight for real, not in some little boy’s fantasy. That’s how I’ll prove my worth. Training is fine, but there’s no getting up if I die in real combat,” he said to himself. 

			The tunnels, built by dwarves when the old alliances were strong, were used during the bloodshed of the previous ages. The city was filled with them, stretching in every direction. Hidden entrances lay within every major building. They opened by various means. Some were levers to be lowered, others, statues to be twisted, or stones to be pushed. Though built before the Great War, some four hundred years ago, they remained solid.

			He found them quite by accident when he was eight and used them ever since. They were handy for slipping away unnoticed. Even the castle itself was lined with hidden passages. Only the king or members of his court knew of them. For the most part, they had passed from memory. Barrett knew the passages better than anyone. Reaching the end, he climbed the stairs, placed the torch in a holder, then worked the lever. 

			Barrett slipped into the alleyway, his heart pounding with excitement as he strode toward the city center to blend in with his future people. It felt wonderful to be part of the crowd, one of the thousands of citizens within the great kingdom of Westmore. He drifted through the cobbled streets, passing merchants, shopkeepers, and customers. Thankfully, few townsfolk recognized him since he was not nearly as well-known as the king.

			The city was orderly and geometrical if nothing else. It was a clean, happy place. Still, as with anywhere in the world, it carried dark and seedy parts most people wouldn’t want to get caught in at night—especially if alone. But today was not about darkness, it was about promise. He was only two blocks from the meeting and his anticipation was near fever pitch. 
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			It was May and the season of Beltane had begun. Next to Samhain, this was Barrett’s favorite time of year. Westmore bustled with activity, happiness, and smiling faces and he relished the open displays of love, friendship, and joy. As in previous years, celebrations included great bonfires, feasting, laughing, and dancing, all to honor the Sun God. 

			Traditionally, girls wore flowers in their hair and vibrant-colored dresses, while young men painted their faces in various shades with intricate designs, in preparation for spending the night within Blackthorn Forest, emerging the next day for the feast and festival. 

			Emerging from the deep woods symbolized stepping into adulthood. He wanted desperately to be part of that. Nearly sixteen years old, he certainly felt like a man, so why not participate? The overnight was mere days away now.

			He thought on that as he went. “I’m man enough to be interested in love. If I can help lead this kingdom to war, why can’t I think of a woman?” he said softly. 

			More importantly, after nearly ten years, it was time to let Zanora know his true feelings. That part was more complicated than he imagined. He never seemed to have the right words, let alone the suitable moment. 

			“Hopefully, nobody else has asked her out yet. I’ve wasted weeks because I can’t get up the nerve. How stupid is that? I could die fighting in the war but can’t ask a girl on a date,” he said to himself.

			Of course, if she agreed, their other friends would come along since they did everything together. With luck, they would stay at a distance so he and Zanora could be alone.

			Passing through the streets, he admired the great floral garland rings hung from lampposts and shop signs. The decorations made him feel happy and carefree. With admiring glances, he eyed several beautiful young ladies dressed in springtime colors as they passed. 

			“Hey! Who can blame me! It’s the season of love.”
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			​The Big Moment

			After navigating the crowded streets, Barrett finally reached a set of wide stone stairs. He bounded to the top wearing a smile. The heavy wooden doors hung open, allowing the fresh spring breeze to float by and swirl inside. The carven door faces sprang to life as he neared the threshold.

			“Good morning, young man,” said the left, as the face broke into a broad smile and wiggled its eyebrows. “You look well today,” noted the husky voice.

			“So good to see you again, Prince,” said the right in a soft feminine voice. Her lips puckered as she blew him a kiss. 

			“Good morning to you both.” He nodded politely and moved inside while the talk continued.

			“He’s such a handsome young man,” said the right, following the prince with her eyes. “Look at those broad shoulders, that lovely brown hair, and those blue eyes. Oooo, he’s tall, too.”

			“The boy doesn’t even know you exist,” snapped the left. “Quit making a fool of yourself.”

			“He notices me,” cried the right. “Why, last week he even touched me! I’ll have you know…” 

			Barrett couldn’t help overhearing. He rolled his eyes as the voices faded. Aromas of roses and lavender wafted around the entrance. 

			The Triple Moon was old, expertly crafted, and clean. Barrett loved the place. He adored the great stone hearths embedded in all four walls. Even now, they burned softly to push back the day’s chill. Massive rough-cut timbers upheld enormous crossbeams which supported each floor—four stories in all. Intricate tile work covered the floor of an enormous sitting room. Polished flooring lined the main entrance, winding around the bar and dining area. Throw rugs were scattered about and the furnishings were hewn from sturdy, round wood and covered in thick, plush material. 

			Lit braziers and candles lined each wall, casting their warm flickering glow outward. The place was cozy and felt like a home away from home, only much smaller.

			His favorite thing was the magical mural painted on the lower ceiling. The images were of the most popular gods. They remained in their painting or moved about the inn freely, even sitting to chat casually among the patrons. For deities, they were always polite and he respected them for it. Recently, he and his friends held deep conversations with several gods about life, decisions, and what comes after death. It made him ponder the point of life.

			Winding through the throng of people, he caught sight of his friends, waved, then headed for them. 

			To his delight, the empty seat was next to Zanora. Had she kept the seat empty so he could sit beside her or was it just dumb luck? Taking a deep breath, he calmed himself. She is beautiful.

			Zanora’s wavy ginger hair fell well below her shoulders and Barrett could rarely tear his stare away from her emerald eyes. Her skin was freckled and pale, but not a sickly color. It was more a smooth, silky covering, soft to the touch. She stood only a hand’s width shorter than him. He adored everything about her.

			To his left sat Unger. The skinny teen was obsessed with ensuring his clothing was neat and every hair was in place. His nose was long and pointed. Barrett believed at any minute the youth would fling himself to the ground in search of insect hills to invade, like some giant blond-haired anteater. Or he’d attack a passing snake in weasel-like fashion. Unger’s jerky movements and mannerisms came from violent spasms and twitches, which shook him often. They resulted from a childhood illness—the Fever. The same Fever that took Barrett’s mother’s life. 

			Finally, there was Gaia. She came from a long line of talented witches. Neither she nor Zanora cared for the latest fashions. Gaia dressed plainly, usually in black or shades of purple. Unlike Zanora, the quiet young woman had no warrior spirit. She was the calmest, most good-natured person he had ever met. Chestnut hair spilled down her back. She wore simple necklaces, bracelets, and rings. At times, Barrett struggled to hear her soft voice. Her round eyes were as blue as faceted sapphires. Though she was like the sister he never had, she held an undeniable attractiveness about her, as well.
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			“What’s new at the castle?” asked Unger. He propped both elbows on the table and rested his chin on his hands. “And what’s happening with the war?” His nose twitched right.

			“Do we have to talk about that right away?” asked Gaia, after sipping her orange juice. “Look around.” She swept her arm to the decorations. “It’s a happy time. Can we discuss battle and death later? Is that a thing all men do? Do you only think of violence?”

			Unger adjusted his sleeves and groomed his hair with both hands. “Ignoring it won’t make it go away. Talk says battle is nearly here.” His shoulder and jaw spasmed in unison as it pulled to the right, yet he continued as if nothing happened. “The east is going to invade. The Ruinous Curse is coming. What are we going to do?”

			“Let it come,” said Zanora. “I want to fight. I’ll even stand by Barrett’s side as he leads the forces with the king.”

			If not for worrying over her safety during combat, Barrett thought it a good idea. Zanora’s fighting skills nearly matched his on every level. Even with his training, she was a talented opponent. They fought in mock combat before and the redhead held her own, even outdoing him in spear competition. He held great respect for her skills. But his unspoken love for her changed those thoughts. The idea of possibly finding her dead on the battlefield was too much.

			“It would be like Barrett’s queen fighting by his side. The next Lady of Westmore. You will be an excellent, noble, warrior woman.” Unger stood long enough to bow mockingly.

			Barrett said nothing but his ears grew red from embarrassment. 

			Zanora smiled slyly. “Keep practicing that bow. You’ll get it right someday.”

			Unger made a disgusted sound and the others laughed.

			“I don’t understand war. Where’s the sense in killing one another? It makes me sad.” Gaia pulled the table’s vase closer and sniffed the fresh flowers. “Hate and anger are such burdens to carry.”

			“The reasons are simple,” answered Zanora. “Just look at history. You’ll see power, greed, land grabbing, wealth, and the list goes on. The Curse says the west will destroy itself through war and it’s starting to come true.” 

			Gaia’s face twisted into an uncharacteristic frown as her shoulders slumped. “Maybe. But I still find it revolting. Can we save the battle talk for later, please?” She shot a pleading look at Barrett, who saw a perfect chance to change the subject and get a date all at once. Pouncing on it like a great prey animal springing on a fresh meal, he put on his best smile.

			“Since Beltane is here, we should do the overnight in the woods and dance around the maypole in the morning.” In a flash, he wondered if he was going to retch. He had never been so nervous, not even years ago during his first combat training session with Yaris. 

			The moment he had waited for was finally here. He peered squarely into Zanora’s eyes. “Do you want to go with me? You know, spend some time together.” His stomach churned from anxiety.

			“Why don’t you just ask her to be your date?” said Unger. “Stop beating around the bush.” 

			“Leave them alone,” scolded Gaia. “Mind your own business.” 

			Unger is right. I’m an idiot! Did I just make a complete fool of myself? 

			Time seemed to stretch forever as he waited for her answer. It felt as though every person in the inn was watching and laughing at him. Warmth from their gazes spread over his face and ears. Worse still was the dreaded silence that seemed to last for minutes—maybe hours—he couldn’t tell. He wanted to hide in a darkened corner as he wiped both palms on his pants legs in nervousness. She’s going to say no. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut. 

			As hope faded, she smiled. “I’d love to go. I’ve looked forward to it for years.” Zanora slid her hand over his and gave it a quick squeeze. “It’ll be fun.”

			The room spun before his eyes. He felt dizzy and gripped the table’s edge to steady himself, hoping no one noticed. Everyone in the inn, including the gods, cheered. He wanted to explode with joy, jump to his feet, and shout the news to anyone who would listen. Then, he refocused.

			“Excellent,” he answered, leaning back into his chair while fighting to contain himself. “What about you two? Are you going?” His eyes went to Gaia.

			“Count me in,” added Unger. He slicked his hair back again and his arm trembled before he faced the witch. “Gaia, would you be my date?” 

			“Of course,” she answered, flipping strands of loose hair over her shoulder. “I’d love to go. Thank you for asking. You’re so sweet. Besides, I never pass up a chance to connect with the forest.”

			Barrett’s mouth opened for a moment, then snapped shut. Unger had far more nerve than the prince had ever given him credit for. Why do I struggle with this stuff? If Unger can blurt out an invitation, what took me so long? 

			“Terrific! It’s settled,” said Barrett.

			 “Before it gets too late, what does everyone think of going to Ashton? The annual Order of Witches is happening. The sights and people alone are worth the trip. I love it there,” said Gaia.

			“Great idea,” said Unger. “Let’s go. Besides, a walk will do us good. Or maybe we can hitch a ride? The road will be busy. I’m sure someone will pick us up.”

			Zanora nodded. “And, with war coming, who knows if they’ll even meet next year? This may be the last one for a while.” 

			“Right! Let’s do it,” agreed the prince.”

			Zanora lay a soft hand on his forearm. “Are you going to skip out on your Warder again? You’re going to get grounded and then we won’t be able to go to the festival.”

			Barrett frowned, feeling childish after the innocent comment. It stung his pride to be followed by the large ebony-skinned man. But the king insisted, behaving as if someone had hatched a secret plot to kidnap or kill his son. There had not been treachery of that kind for over one hundred years. “I’m not five years old anymore. I don’t need a bodyguard. I can take care of myself.”

			Unger chuckled. “Tell that to the king when you get grounded for coming home late.”

			Warm ears returned. Unger was right; the plan sounded fine enough but trouble would follow their return. It was infuriating how the king would not view him as a man and grant him some freedom. Fathers can be such a pain.
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			Food arrived when a tall, thin waiter cut through the crowd with a full tray floating behind him. He stopped, dispersed the orders, then moved away in a hurry, throwing a wave over his shoulder as he departed. The tray followed. “Enjoy your meal,” he shouted, vanishing in the crowd.

			“Thank you,” shouted Zanora in return. Her eyes went to the prince. “We ordered your usual before you got here. I hope that’s good.” He nodded. “I’m so glad you asked me…” she continued, but Barrett wasn’t listening. His attention had been diverted.

			The waiter had only taken a few steps before a tremendous ruckus filled the room. A woman collided with the young man and the wooden disk, sending the contents crashing to the floor. Barrett watched the commotion but became fixated on a cloaked stranger. 

			In the shadows sat a solidly built, darkly dressed man. The left side of his face bore a great scar running from forehead to chin, passing over a grayed left eye. His face was grim, yet the prince had a difficult time looking away. An unnatural chill ran down his spine as he stared at the disfigured face. He looked out of place. 

			Then, a soft touch to Barrett’s arm distracted him. He met Zanora’s bright green eyes. 

			“Did you hear anything I just said?” She glared at him. “What’s wrong with you? You’re not paying attention.”

			“I…I…I’m sorry.” He hung his head in shame. “There’s a man staring at us. He doesn’t belong here. I feel it.” Barrett inclined his head to his left and the friends craned their necks to stare. He slapped his forehead. “Stop being so obvious.” 

			“There’s no one there.” Zanora looked again, then huffed. “You’re imagining things.” She wiggled closer and pressed against him to peer over his shoulder. Her warmth felt wonderful.

			“What?” He swung his gaze back to the vacant seat. “Hold on! I’m telling you there was a big guy there a second ago.” 

			“People come and go all the time,” said Unger. He snorted and looked away in disinterest. “You understand this is an inn, right? What do you expect?”

			“I’d bet he was just a traveler. Maybe he wasn’t here for the festival,” said Gaia. “He could’ve been passing through and got hungry. Strangers are allowed to eat here, you know.” Her eyebrows drew close on her forehead. “Though I did sense some terrible energy I couldn’t pinpoint.”

			 “Don’t be ridiculous. You get those feelings all the time,” said Zanora. 

			“True, she has a gift,” agreed Unger. He put a hand to his chin to steadily tap his cheek in thought. “She’s nearly always right, too.” 

			“Exactly! Gaia knows things!” Barrett winked at the witch, making her giggle with child-like innocence. “And it means I wasn’t wrong.” 

			Zanora rolled her eyes. “Stop it. Besides, whoever it was is gone.” She settled back in her seat. “Let’s finish eating and get going. We’re wasting time.”

			Barrett flashed an uneasy grin. “Good idea. I’ve wanted to look for some new boots and more books.”

			“But you have a full library in your room and the castle has thousands of books,” said Gaia. “How many more do you need?”

			The prince chuckled. “Gaia, I can never have enough books.” I wish I had a book on how to talk to women. I feel like a fool.
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			​The Order of Witches

			The friends struck the road and headed south, passing great grass fields bathed in sunlight. Fancily dressed messengers sped past, kicking up dust as they went to and from the city. Barrett guessed they carried the latest news of war to the king. 

			Soon, the large grass fields vanished, replaced by towering trees lining the roadway. He loved this section of road. It was tree-laden and stunningly beautiful.

			Merchant wagons rolled along with their clinking cargo. The drivers waved happy greetings and plodded ahead. After a bit, an old couple stopped and offered the friends a ride. They were glad to accept.

			Soon enough, Ashton came into view. On either side of the road, as the tree line receded, the land opened wide once more like a great yawning mouth, revealing more green meadows. 

			Barrett had never visited the festival, though planned to several times. He was shocked as he stared at the sea of tents occupying nearly every inch. More people were gathered here than he had ever seen in one place, even counting the festival. 

			Most structures were black, but others were bright and colorful. Some barely fit two people, while many were like small houses. There were both plain and extravagant ones. People of every shape, size, and color moved about, smiling, and nodding greetings. 

			Animals roamed or winged by. Many followed their owners, sat on their shoulders, or hung from around their necks. The prince thought of Samaren and wished she were along.

			Creatures of every kind, some even new to Barrett’s eyes, barked, meowed, squawked, or made unfamiliar noises. It was a carnival-like atmosphere where all who participated possessed something most others did not—magic. Barrett took an immediate liking to the place despite the fact he was neither witch nor magical. 

			Soon, all thoughts of war had left him. If this is what magic is like, I want it. I could see myself as a wizard. I bet I wouldn’t be half bad.

			Weaving through the crowd, he noticed houses were set down randomly, with no logical placement, like dandelions in a field of green grass. From the tents to three-story houses, the structures displayed magical symbols on flaps, front doors, or porches. 

			Long benches and tables were set beneath towering trees for shade; others sat in the open for those wishing to worship the sun. Open fires blazed, filling the air with aromas of cooking meat, wood smoke, and burning incense. Folks lounged about practicing magic, making fallen leaves dance and twirl as they sent them soaring through the air like tiny birds. Younger children chased each other through the tall grass, shooting streaks of sparkling light at their playmates. 

			“Frigidus,” the little ones shouted as they swished their wands like tiny swords. Those unfortunate enough to be struck were frozen in place, only to tip over like ice sculptures until the spell wore off or a friend removed the charm. 

			“That’s what your kids will be like,” said Unger. He pointed to Barrett, then to the immobilized youth in the grass. “Crazy little wizards.”

			The girls laughed but Barrett’s ears grew warm. He imagined a life with Zanora as his queen. Could Unger be right? If they had children, would they be adventurous like their parents? Maybe, but they would be Mundane and only a wizard or sorceress could teach them magic since they were not born with the gift. Then, his face twisted into a disgusted look at the thought of changing diapers. Right now, he simply wanted a night in the woods with Zanora. 

			For the first time in a long while, the prince felt relaxed. As he took in the sights, he decided this was a world he could enjoy. Westmore certainly had its share of magic but this was a concentration he had never experienced. “We should’ve done this years ago.”

			Zanora took his hand. “I love this! I can’t believe we haven’t done it before.”

			Barrett loved seeing her happy. It made her face glow.

			“I tried to get you to come last year,” said Gaia with a shrug and raised eyebrows. “You weren’t interested.” She chuckled as a large snake lounging on an overhead branch lowered itself around her shoulders. Its head swung from side to side while its tongue tasted the air. Unger threw a hand over his mouth to hold back his usual squeal, the sound he was known for when surprised or frightened. He turned quite pale.

			Gaia stroked the creature’s scaled head. “You’re such a good boy.” The python nodded agreement, rubbed its head against her face, then eased onto the ground to disappear into the grass. 

			Unger remained ill-looking even after the massive creature slithered away.

			Fairies winged by in a playful game of tag. Their magical voices sounded fair and light. It was common knowledge their laughter caused happiness and Barrett could not help but smile.

			Gnomes, pixies, kindly trolls, and cyclops alike greeted all with ‘Merry Meet’ as they wandered about. Robed wizards and sorceresses shined light from their staff tips or waved a flaming hand in welcome.

			Barrett was amazed by the casual magic-users. They could have passed for average folks he would encounter on the streets of Westmore. Non-magical people were labeled as Mundane, meaning they held no powers at all. The term came from long ago, but its true origin had been forgotten. Though once meant as an insult, it became commonplace since those born Mundane could learn magic. But even the lines blurred between the two. It was a magic practitioner’s way of saying those with no skills were ordinary and of little use.

			Reaching the tent row’s end, they turned right, then moved onto the main thoroughfare, where the crowd thickened. 

			“Oh, there’s an interesting shop. Let’s check it out,” said Barrett, pointing ahead to a large two-story building. The sign read, ‘Trishar’s Magical Marvels.’ 

			Climbing the wide, creaking stairs, Barrett reached for the handle, ignoring the wooden door face. The ancient custom of placing human, animal, or monster faces on doors, or doorframes, to ward off evil spirits was still observed. But since magic had returned, the doors were now alive in many ways. As added protection, each step held fresh lines of salt for the same purpose. Evil would not dare cross the barrier.

			Barrett worked the handle but instead plowed into the door face-first. He backed away to rub his nose.

			“Stop that! Open up, please.” He added the last word as a nicety. Truthfully, he wished to give the door a hard kick or throw his weight against it to break it down. He massaged his nose again.

			An old man’s face came to life as it scrunched its forehead tightly, then shook its head. “But you never gave the password.”

			“There is no password to get into a shop, you old fool,” snapped Zanora, trying the knob again. “Open. Now!”

			The prince knew that tone. It was her impatient voice. He had no desire to make a scene and hoped the door would use good judgment. 

			“But I’m in the mood for a password today,” said the face, raising both brows now. It wriggled them rapidly.

			“And how are we supposed to know it?” asked Unger, looking as frustrated as Zanora while tapping a toe on the sun-bleached porch. 

			Barrett huffed and turned his eyes to the gods. Why me? I’ve done nothing wrong…today. Why am I arguing with a door? His composure was slipping away. “Unlock the door before I kick it in.” 

			The face frowned and stuck out its tongue. “No need to get testy. I was merely having a spot of fun. It’s boring watching you people come and go without so much as even saying hello. It’s not like I enjoy being handled all day. You try it.” The door popped ajar.

			“Thank you,” said Barrett as the friends went inside. 

			“And, hello,” added Gaia as she went past, waving and smiling as she did.

			The door smiled back. “I like you. At least you have manners.”
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			The air smelled like sandalwood and fresh rain. Around them, items dangled from thick wooden rafters or railings while spacious aisles were lined with uncountable shelves or low tables. Those were filled with bins, boxes of wands, and endless racks of staffs. Crystals, gems, and herbs were alphabetized and sorted in clear order. 

			Pageant-like sounds rang in Barrett’s ears as objects squeaked, whizzed, chirped, and emitted noises he struggled to describe. A mixture of colors was spread out in the form of tunics, dresses, breeches, and belts, all folded neatly on tables or hanging from tall, lengthy racks.

			Hovering above was a solid miniature likeness of a fat little fellow. Stopping long enough to introduce himself as Gort, he continued drifting about, greeting customers with a wave or small shuffling dance as he floated overhead. His job was to remind patrons of the day’s bargains. To the prince’s frustration, Gort also threw in the latest gossip for free.

			Today’s hottest scandal involved Mr. Batts, Under-Secretary for the Bureau For Mystical Affairs, often referred to simply as the Bureau. It seems he was caught snogging some attractive young gal other than his wife.

			“Tsk, tsk. Bad form, Mr. Batts. Bad form,” scolded Gort as he drifted by again. He paused to show magical photo-like images of the couple as proof. “Mr. Batts may need legal representation soon. Apply within. I’m sure the Bureau will be looking for a new Under-Secretary.” After several rather skilled dance steps, he added, “Don’t forget the two-for-one sale on quality gauntlets and shields. See aisle five for the latest deals. Find the latest wands and staffs in aisle seven.”

			Swords, shields, and pieces of armor hung suspended overhead. Barrett pictured large knights or massive warriors striding about in search of new weapons or magic treasures. He imagined himself in bright chain mail with shining steel weapons and wondered if Zanora would find him more attractive. She had never seen him in full battle gear. Would that get her attention even more?

			Why am I trying to impress her? I should just be myself, he thought. 

			Settling for removing an old book from the shelf, he thumbed the parchment pages, mindlessly staring at the words before replacing it and moving on. To keep his imagination of their upcoming night at bay, he watched his friends meander around the store. 

			Unger sifted through the clothing racks, trying on several hats, frowning at each one. Though he did find pleasure in a black beret that contrasted to his pale face so much it seemed he wore an ashen death mask. Gaia looked content, picking through the herbs, potions, and gems.

			Zanora found interest in a small wooden box with strange, engraved symbols across the lid. As she opened it, a marble-sized quartz crystal floated free to hover an inch above her extended palm. It glowed as if expressing joy at being free. From the top, a thin silver chain moved slowly through the air in snakelike fashion. Smiling, she tucked the jewel away and carried the box to the counter. 

			“I hope Gort wasn’t bothering you,” said a light voice from behind him. “He enjoys hearing himself talk. Most is drivel, you understand, but he keeps the customers happy.”

			Barrett faced a woman in black flowing robes, hat, and boots. Her fingernails and lips were also the color of night. She wore black painted symbols upon each cheek and circles surrounded her eyes. She was beautiful. Straight black hair ended near her waistline. 

			Though smaller than the prince, her body was well-formed and displayed grace with each fluid movement. There was gentleness in her green eyes. But Barrett sensed fire, too. 

			“I’m Trishar. How may I help today?” she asked. “Are you new to magic? Mundane and just visiting? Perhaps a great wizard in disguise?” Her voice was sweet and soft.

			As she spoke, Unger and Gaia joined the prince who felt flushed and nervous.

			Barrett’s ears warmed in their usual fashion as he answered. “Y…y…yes, this is all new to me. Maybe a wand or something. My friend Gaia is a witch and might like one.” He rested a hand on his friend’s shoulder and gently squeezed.

			“Hmm,” said Trishar, leaning forward to stare into Barrett’s eyes. “I sense—” She straightened and tapped a finger against her temple. “I know just the thing for you.” Her gaze shifted to the friends. “And for your companions?” 

			Zanora arrived. “I found this amazing necklace,” she said, proudly displaying the box. Its polished wood glinted in the light.

			Trishar’s smile widened. “Wonderful! It will come in handy someday, I’m sure,” she said, turning back to Barrett. “You see, everyone finds their desires here. There must be something you wish for. What is your true yearning?”

			Barrett’s stomach flipped. It was a fair question. After seeing Trishar, he promptly forgot about the books he wanted. His mind flipped back to Zanora. Asking for a love spell would make him feel awkward so he ruled it out. Maybe their host could make him a wizard. He wanted to laugh at the idea.

			“I’d be interested in some crystals or—Oooo, maybe a new pendulum,” said Gaia. “I love those.”

			“Oh, what a delightful group,” exclaimed Trishar as she flowed away, curling her long finger in the air. “Follow me.” 
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			​A Forgotten Treasure

			The group moved from the main area and passed into a smaller room. Trishar closed the door behind them then turned with suddenness to move within inches of Barrett. Her body nearly pressed against his. Her form suddenly felt dark and menacing. “There’s something very different about you that I can’t figure out. That bothers me.” Suddenly, it was gone. She chuckled softly and backed away. “Oh well, it will come to me.”

			“Well, he’s Prince of Westmore. Maybe you’ve seen him before,” blurted Unger. “He’s sort of popular.” Barrett shot a disbelieving look his way. Unger shrugged weakly in return.

			Trishar nodded several times as her smile grew wide. “Is he now? That’s very interesting and certainly explains a lot.” Her gaze covered him. “Imagine, right here in my little shop, the magical man of prophecy. Here sits the Chosen One, the Helserian. Do you believe the prophecy?”

			“I’ll admit being a wizard would be cool. But I’m not magical and please don’t call me that name,” he said before giving an awkward chuckle. “I’m not the Chosen One for anything. I’m just ordinary.”

			Trishar pointed to the nearby table and chairs. “As you wish. Please, sit,” she said as she lowered into a sturdy wooden chair.

			“For a moment, I thought you were an evil one.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “There are several here this year that don’t belong. Their energy is wrong and they bear dark auras. You’re quite different though. You were meant to come here today.”

			“Gaia reads auras, too,” said Zanora with excitement. “She’s great at tarot cards, pendulums, and all sorts of things.” She motioned like flipping over cards.

			Trishar lightly clapped in excitement. “Very good, young lady. Be proud of your special skill.” She patted the girl’s shoulder and smiled a white-toothed grin. “The ones I warn you of are difficult to spot. Watch for them as best you can. They feel wrong.”

			Her words hung cold and ominous, making Unger shiver and move closer to Gaia. Barrett and Zanora exchanged glances. The prince remembered Gray-Eye from the inn and wondered if the others did too. It seemed likelier they ignored his earlier concerns.

			“Back to it, shall we? I meant what I said…you were meant to be here today,” said Trishar, touching the prince’s hand. “There is a special gift I want you to have. It hasn’t been used in ages. Its legend is as old as the hills themselves.”

			Barrett’s mind raced with visions of a shining sword, shield, or magical armor. Maybe she’ll have something I can use against Alesta in the war! 

			Trishar freed a wand from her sleeve to conjure a small, swirling vortex atop the table. From within its dark depths floated a wooden box. She plucked it from the air, swished away her spell, and inspected the container. It was half the size of Barrett’s fist.

			She slid it toward him. “This, is the Ring of Eirendel.” Trishar closed her eyes for a moment and sighed heavily, as if the name caused a wave of reverence to sweep over her.

			“Eirendel?” Gaia’s eyes widened. “The wizard-king of the First Age?”

			Trishar nodded solemnly. “The very same.”

			“I’ve read about him,” Barrett whispered. His gaze was locked on the box.

			“Eirendel lived during the First Age before the perversion known as the Expulsion. Great magic and wisdom were his, as was this ring.” She lifted the treasure for a moment. “It amplified his tremendous power.”

			Leaning back in her chair, she propped her elbows on the arms and interlaced her fingers. “Soon you’ll have powers of your own even if they have not revealed themselves yet. The ring will not grant more magic but will magnify what you have to a degree you can hardly comprehend.”

			The prince shook his head. “Seriously, I have no power at all. The prophecy of me becoming some great wizard is nonsense. No matter what the books say about destiny, they’re wrong.” The words stung his tongue. Magical skills he would enjoy, but he hated the destiny part. Just the word made it feel like his life was predetermined.

			“Maybe this isn’t such a great idea,” said Zanora, eyeing their host with narrowed eyes. “Barrett, even if you had magic, there’s no telling what’ll happen if you put that ring on. I don’t want you hurt. Swords are best anyway.”

			“But it’s a wizard’s ring!” argued Unger as his voice raised an octave. “Think of it. You could wipe out Alesta and her forces with a single sweep of your arm. You could stop war.” He adjusted his tunic sleeves and vest.

			Trishar threw Unger a sharp glance. Her stare turned cold again, then softened. Barrett noticed but said nothing. It made him wonder what Unger had done or said wrong. After all, he was probably right. Trishar said the prince was meant to be there today. Maybe this was the reason. Could he stop war with an ancient ring? But he needed magic to use it, or at least needed to learn it. And time had nearly run out. 

			“Yes, you may be able to stop Alesta, but only by killing thousands in the process. What price are you willing to pay, Barrett?” argued Gaia. She gave the box a single glance, then would not look at it again. “Leave it alone. It feels wrong.”

			“We could all die if we do nothing,” retorted Zanora. “We should fight and not worry about rings and trinkets.”

			Almost unwillingly, Barrett’s hand edged toward the box. A burning desire to hold the treasure crept into his heart. Zanora smacked the back of his hand, then pushed it away and shook her head. 

			He sneered at her. “It’s not your choice. Your steel doesn’t solve everything.”

			Gaia touched the prince’s shoulder and smiled kindly. “It doesn’t feel like you. Listen to me, please. The vibes are wrong.”

			Barrett wondered if her warning came from concern for him or some witchy, dark premonition of doom.

			“Maybe I could learn its secrets,” he said, as his eyes met a lone raven perched on the window ledge. It peered inside. “Eirendel used it, so why can’t I have a go at it?” 

			“To start with, you’re not Eirendel. In fact, you’re Mundane and a magic ring isn’t going to change that fact. The list grows longer from there,” said Zanora harshly. 

			“Well, you being angry about it isn’t going to help me make up my mind,” retorted the prince.

			“We’ve all read the legend and if anyone can wield it, you can. It could be part of your Helserian destiny,” said Unger.

			Trishar met the prince’s eyes knowingly as if sensing his inner conflict. “What would your mother want you to do?” 

			The raven cawed loudly through the window as their host spoke.

			The words shocked Barrett like a physical slap to the face. Because of his emotional turmoil coupled with fleeting memories of her death, he rarely spoke of his mother. In some ways her absence left him angry. He felt cheated. She left his life before there had been any opportunity to spend time by her side. He would never know her warm embrace, never
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