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CHAPTER ONE

Raykim was bored. The clouds had nothing interesting to say. The gray sky seemed to loom over land and sea, but he wasn't worried. Perched atop the mountains, he looked down at the ocean and the little towns of the Humans, so close and yet so far.

Sometimes he wished he could fly there and actually mingle with them. Watching from afar wasn't fun! Raykim was bored and lonely. But he still remembered what had happened the first time he had tried to set foot in a Human town.

People had screamed, and if at first they'd run away, soon they'd gathered weapons and had marched on him, determined to kill him. It had been much worse than being chased from the Nest, that was for sure! At least the Sila didn't have pointed sticks that ripped his skin apart.

Thank the Immortals none of the blades had touched his bat-like wings, or he'd be crippled and locked in one of their cages by now. He was still free to roam the skies – alone. Not Sila, not Fajrulo, and certainly not Human.

Nobody wanted him. Nobody loved him. Nobody wanted to be near him! What had he done to be so feared, hated, rejected? Would he ever find someone to be with?

He missed his mother's warm body, her feathered wings, her soothing tone. She had raised him for as long as she could, but then the rest of the Home Nest had wanted him out, and she had kissed him good-bye.

"You're old enough to survive on your own, Raykim," she'd told him. "You will have a very long life, and I'd rather you didn't see me grow old and die. You are my last offspring and you will outlive me by centuries."

Raykim didn't think he was old enough. He wanted back into the Nest, but there was no way they'd let him. Even hiding in a corner wasn't enough – they didn't want him because he had bat-like wings and blue hair and yellow eyes and pointed ears and he was so un-Sila that none of them could accept him for who he was.

A wretched half-blood. Unwanted by Sila and Humans. And he wasn't sure where he could find the others – the Waiora or the Genn. Who knew where his father was, but then, his mother had told him Fajrulo had no feelings anyway.

He couldn't shift form to hide his strange looks, so he could only watch the lives of others from afar. Humans were more interesting than Sila, and since there were at least six towns and several smaller castles he could observe from the top of the mountains, he spent his time keeping an eye on Earth's children.

Currently he was looking at a coastal town that had a gladiator ring. It was a day of fights, and he usually enjoyed watching Humans fight against each other. But the day was cloudy and the ring was still half-empty, as if even the fighters weren't sure they could have a go before rain ruined everything.

Raykim snorted. The towel he used as a loincloth scratched his skin. He pushed away some clouds so the gladiators could start. It must be still early, though, and they might decide to postpone the championship because of the muddy terrain.

Raykim manipulated the wind from the sea to dry up the ring a little. Now he was hungry, though, so he went looking for some form of breakfast. Unlike the Sila, he didn't eat Clouds Nectar and preferred meat – a Fajrulo trait that horrified his mother's people.

He opened his wings and went hunting, finding only a hare. It would do for now. He went back to his perch – a rock protruding towards the town – and ate the animal raw, without skinning it. He might have no fangs, but he didn't care about Human subtleties, although he had to admit the cooked food smelled delicious.

Sometimes he tried to cook things, since he manipulated fire as easily as he manipulated air, but there was obviously something missing in his recipes. He often burned the meat and it became inedible.

There, the gladiators were gathering at last. Raykim threw away the rest of his breakfast and settled to watch the show. His powerful sight, better than that of an eagle, meant he could see the fights as if he were sitting in the stands.

The men lined up and started fighting. There were even two women, muscled and bulky. Raykim cheered for his favorite, a big Human warrior who had already won many of the fights. He was almost certain he'd win again.

Sometimes he wished his hearing was as good as his eyes, so he could know the man's name. But even if they chanted it after the games, he was too far up to hear it.

Let's spice up the fight! he thought with a chuckle.

He called back the clouds and covered the ring with them. He squeezed water out of them, and the downpour flooded the arena.

And then something weird happened. One of the fighters, who had lost his armor and helmet, suddenly rose and attacked the few men standing. 

Raykim's eyes widened in wonder at the sight. He had never seen that young man before, but soon he was the only one who hadn't slipped or fallen to the muddy ground.

The new champion raised his arms to the sky and seemed to enjoy the rain so much, Raykim couldn't believe his eyes. Who was he, what had just happened? Who was that man who had robbed his champion of victory?

Talk about spicing up things! Raykim started giggling. 

He focused on the champion's face and saw unusual turquoise eyes. A stranger had won the championship.

Raykim was very curious to learn more about the new champion, so he kept watching the town. He even flew over it to be able to follow the young man wherever he went.

The morning after, he saw the Champion sell his repaired armor, buy a wagon and a draft horse with two friends and leave the town on horseback. More and more curious, Raykim decided to follow them.
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Keneith had been traveling with Hinrik for only three months and already he was growing fond of the young man. When they'd found him near Moriana, naked and bruised, Keneith hadn't been too happy. The half-Waiora was too much of a wimp for his tastes.

Hinrik had the warrior's muscles and training, but he spent too much time bemoaning his fate. He hadn't been completely aware of his mixed blood until he'd met them, although his turquoise eyes gave his heritage away, but as the only child of an unmarried woman he had never fit in his hometown.

But now Hinrik was proving to be a very good fighter – and had earned him a purse of gold coins, which fed his Fajrulo greed. Not that he was as greedy as a full-blooded Fajrulo would be, he was half-Human after all, but he sure hoped Hinrik would win more mock battles so he could keep betting on him.

They had given up their riding horses for the wagon and draft horse because Bellinda was sick of the saddle. Keneith was happy to move to the front of the wagon with her, since he had to admit that the saddle was quite uncomfortable – especially for him. So he was glad that a woman had raised the issue and wondered how Hinrik could stick to his gelding, but whatever.

It's his family jewels that get crushed by the saddle. And he hasn't been using them much since we met him – except for last night, of course.

After his victory, apparently Hinrik had entertained the whole brothel of Flean by himself. Not bad for someone who had been raped three months earlier. Obviously Bellinda's healing skills were getting better with time.

Of course they were getting better. All of them. With age they became more powerful, especially if someone told them how to deal with their mixed blood. He hadn't learned much until the Genn had finally explained some things to him – years wasted trying to fit into Human schools of magic where nobody knew how to deal with him and his innate powers...

And now here he was, with two other half-bloods, exploring the north. A warrior, a healer and a magic user. Not that he'd used his magic much, except when bandits had tried to rob them or when juggling with balls of fire in Flean.

"My, aren't we quiet, oh champion!" Bellinda said, breaking the thoughtful silence. "Still thinking about your victory? Or still tired from the night that followed?"

The half-Genn healer had dark-blond hair and sky-blue eyes. She hadn't inherited the pointed ears of her Genn father, but had a Genn-framed body with small breasts. If she cut her hair, she could pass off as a boy. She had worn breeches to ride, but now she was back to her gowns.

"I've been thinking," Hinrik answered. "I think I found my calling. I mean, I felt so alive under the rain... it was invigorating!"

I bet it was. Your element gives you strength. It's like trying to burn me alive, I'd destroy you in a heartbeat.

"And then you sold your armor, which means you won't do it again," she said with a chuckle.

"No, I don't want to fight anymore, whether in war or in an arena. I've been thinking about manipulating water instead. You know, like Keneith's tricks with fire."

Yes, call them tricks, since you're not scared of me – not anymore. Maybe I should scare you into respecting me again.

Bellinda raised her eyebrows, skeptical. "So you want to be an entertainer instead of a warrior?"

"Why not? If it pays for food and shelter..."

"I'm not sure I want to play the jester," Keneith said. "But I'll be glad to keep betting on your victories."

He shook his still jingling purse with a grin. He liked the fact that Hinrik was a warrior and that in spite of defeat he had bounced back. Hinrik had won the armor in Baes, but then he'd sold it in Flean – not a good sign.

Hinrik rolled his eyes. "No, I don't want to fight anymore," he grumbled. "I joined the Salamar army because I thought I had no other option. But it wasn't my true calling. Now, you don't have to do what I do, I just thought I'd try something different to make a living."

"We'll think about it," Bellinda promised. "I'm not too keen on shows myself, but if I can find a deck of divination cards that I like, I can try to read people's future. Probably by reading their body's health, I can predict how long they have to live."

"Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Bellinda the fortune teller," Keneith proclaimed.

Bellinda rolled her eyes and Hinrik smiled.

"It was just an idea," he said. "We can think about it, of course."

Keneith scoffed and shook his head, but Bellinda nodded, thoughtful. Of course she'd back him up. She had a soft spot for Hinrik, and not because she had healed him. He was handsome, young and sweet in a charming way. If he let his guard down a little, women would line up to get him.

Keneith wondered if she had realized yet she was falling in love with the youngest member of their small group. Not that he cared, just wondered.

That night they camped in the wild. Not having to set up a tent was a welcome novelty, but they still had two horses to take care of. Inside the wagon there was barely room to lie down side by side. Actually Bellinda lay on a long chest that could also be used as a bench and contained all their things.

Keneith didn't like cramped bedding, but he wasn't going to complain. He slept a lot less than the "dormice" he traveled with, and wouldn't lie in the wagon much. He'd rather sleep under the stars, like he'd done when he'd left home.

"I kind of like this house on wheels," Bellinda said as they sat around the fire.

The sun had set and Keneith's fire was the only thing that gave them light and warmth. They had found a small clearing and the bulk of the wagon protected them from the gale that came from the sea.

"If it rains tonight, Hinrik can sleep outside," Keneith said.

Hinrik smiled but shook his head.

"We have dried meat and dried vegetables," Bellinda said, rummaging in their supply pack. "And some herbs to season everything."

"Can you teach me how to cook these? I'll happily share!" 

The voice startled all three. 

Keneith stared at the being that stepped forward, holding two dead hares by their ears. A frail teenage body with bat-like wings, the newcomer had brown skin, pointed ears and showed no fangs in his propitiatory smile. He wore a loincloth and was barefooted.

Hinrik's hand went to the hilt of his sword, but this time he waited for Keneith to make the first move. Bellinda was still and stared at the newcomer with a confused look on her face.

Another half-blood, who, in spite of his obvious youth, had felt kinship with them and had dared to show up with a peace offering.

That face and the dancing shadows over it reminded Keneith of his younger self, although he never had wings. And the strange half-blood spoke the Old Tongue, as if he weren't used to dealing with Humans.

Keneith mentally thanked the Genn for teaching him the Magical Races' language even though he wasn't one of them.

"How long have you been watching us?" he asked bluntly. He had a very bad feeling. Not of something threatening, more of something that would disturb his peace of mind.

"Since yesterday." The other grinned. "Someone made quite a show under the rain." He glanced at Hinrik. "That was something new! Usually when I bring on the rain, I spoil all the fun!"

"You made the rain fall?" Bellinda asked.

"My Sila blood allows me to control clouds, yes." The other let down his arms. "So, do you want my contribution or not? Can you help me to cook these?"

Bellinda signaled him to pass on the hares and Hinrik relaxed. Keneith gestured the newcomer to sit down with them.

"And you are?" he asked, taking one of the hares from Bellinda's hands. The healer was the worst cook in the world.

"My name is Raykim. I'm half-blood, like you. Unfortunately I didn't inherit the shape-shifting power of my Fajrulo father, so I'm stuck with this form. Which means the Sila fear me for my featherless wings, Humans think I'm a demon and Fajrulo of course don't care. So I wander those mountains and having the keen Sila sight, I watch the Humans and their lives from up above..."

"And your Fajrulo father is...?" Keneith thought he knew the answer by now. The boy looked too familiar.

"Runedemon. He mated with a Sila."

Damn Fajrulo charmers! If only he were as good as his Fajrulo mother in that department!

"So we're cousins," he said matter-of-factly. "I'm Keneith, son of Bluestar and a Human."

"Pleased to meet you!" Raykim grinned. "And the others are...?"

"Bellinda, daughter of Joyrise the Genn and Alina of Havenstock, and Hinrik, son of Woram the Waiora and Kaline of Salamar."

"We have all the immortals with us," Raykim said, beaming. "Air, Fire, Water, Ether and Earth!"

"Except you can't really live among Humans," Bellinda said while Keneith and Hinrik skinned the hares before putting them on the fire.

Raykim's smile vanished and his shoulders slumped. "I know! But you are not chasing me away, are you?"

"We'll see about that," Keneith snapped, uneasy.

He didn't have the patience to deal with another young half-blood abandoned by his parents. He'd been through it, but at more than half a century of age he didn't want to deal with teen angst anymore.

Although Raykim looked cheerful more than angry, or depressed like Hinrik had been. Which made him realize that Hinrik hadn't understood a word, but Bellinda was filling him in.

Raykim noticed he didn't understand Hinrik's words and he touched Hinrik's cheek. For some sort of mind-reading power, through touch, he understood when Hinrik suggested he traveled with them, his stupid idea of some sort of itinerant circus. As if they weren't freaks enough already!

"I'm not a jester!" Keneith repeated, snorting.

"Of course you are. With your Fajrulo humor," Bellinda teased.

Keneith glared at her. "Not funny, Bel."

"What exactly did you have in mind?" Raykim asked, hopeful.

"Well, we have a wagon, so you could hide in there during the day. And then at night you come out and take part in the show. We can come up with something. We'll say it's props, it's your costume, and nobody will fear you. We could do a short play with four characters and..."

"Now we're becoming actors?" Keneith shook his head, incredulous. "Hinrik, are you out of your mind? What happened to the shy and grumpy half-blood that left Salamar with us?"

"He is gone," Hinrik answered proudly. "It was just an idea, like I said, you can always come up with something better!"

"It's good to hear you having some initiative," Bellinda said, amused. "We can work it out, I guess."

"You mean I could travel with you?" Raykim's joy and hope were so obvious to all, that Keneith groaned internally. If they decided to vote, he'd be outnumbered. His young cousin would have to stay.

CHAPTER TWO

Raykim was delighted to have found his cousin. When he had flown closer to them, he had felt they weren't normal Humans. As night had fallen, he'd gone hunting and thought to get to know them.

The only one with a pointed stick was the Champion and he could feel Fire in the one who had turned out to be related to him. And the other two were members of the other Magical Races. Well, half-bloods, but still... At least they let him stay with them!

The hares were delicious cooked. His elder cousin seemed pissed off to have him, but the others were nice. Especially the new champion, who was half-Waiora but didn't speak the Old Tongue.

Raykim really wanted to communicate with Hinrik. He seemed the nicest of the group, and the youngest. Well, now he was the youngest, so he had, like, three elder siblings now! It was so exciting! And by touching Hinrik's skin – not necessarily the cheek – he managed to learn and absorb the Humans' language in just a few days.

They reached the town of Aludin and he had to wait in the wagon while the others went out to explore. Of course hanging out with Humans in plain daylight was out of the question. He brooded for a moment, then started rummaging in the other half-bloods' things, just to keep himself busy.

Raykim ate on his own as soon as the sun went down – but this time he managed not to burn the meat – and then eagerly waited for the others to come back with news about the schools of magic. 

"What tricks can you do with water?" he asked Hinrik. "Besides the happy dance of raindrops and changing gut-rotting drinks into water, I mean."

He had seen the way the rain moved around the new champion in the ring, not all natural, and they'd just told him of how Hinrik had turned the house special of a nearby tavern into water after hearing it might contain dog hair.

All four sat on the grass by the wagon under the stars. Keneith had put a small ball of fire into a bowl and its light flickered on their faces. 

Hinrik pondered. "I was thinking of doing ice objects by freezing water and shaping it, but I've never tried it, so maybe I should practice a little, first. What tricks will you do, Raykim?"

Raykim patted his lips with his index finger as he thought. He had no idea of what was expected of him. He couldn't even imagine how Hinrik could do what he said he'd do!

"I don't know, what would amuse and not scare the Humans?" he asked at last.

"You can play with fire and air," Keneith said. "Except air, much like ether, is invisible. I will let you be the king of fire if you want."

"So what will you do?" Bellinda asked.

"Like I said, I'm not too keen on showing off my skills," Keneith answered. "People tend to dislike me, when they see what I can do. Wannabe magic users want to destroy me and normal people fear me."

"What can you actually do?" Hinrik asked.

Raykim stared curiously at his elder cousin. He sensed the kinship, but Keneith was still a mystery to him. And he didn't allow Raykim to touch him like Hinrik did, therefore he wasn't sure either of what Keneith could do. It was a relief to hear that even Human-looking Keneith had trouble with Humans.

He had learned Keneith was fifty-five, even though he looked in his thirties, Bellinda was in her mid-thirties and Hinrik in his mid-twenties. But being such a small group, there was no real leader, even though Hinrik – and Raykim himself – tended to follow the orders of the other two who were more experienced.

"Things that most people study for years come naturally to me," Keneith said. "The teachers in those schools can probably do only half the things I can do. You've noticed I don't recite spells – because I don't need to. I have an energy in me and I use it, much like you're going to do with your natural gift for manipulating water." 

He was staring at Hinrik, but Raykim's ears perked up anyway. Another way of using magic might be about to be revealed! Maybe Keneith could teach him how to do the balls of fire or other neat tricks!

"But let me warn you that this won't make you more loved," Keneith continued. "Envy is the Humans' greatest sin. Envy and jealousy, because you're handsome, young and can effortlessly do what those people study for years to barely master. If you think creating cute little ice objects will endear you to the world, you're sorely mistaken."

Raykim frowned, feeling sorry for his new friend who was obviously bummed by the explanation. "Is there no way to earn Humans' love or respect?"

"If there is, I haven't found it yet," Keneith answered with a shrug.

"I think Ken is a little cynical," Bellinda said, thoughtful.

Keneith scoffed. "Bel, you didn't have it as hard as we did," he said sourly. "Your parents stayed together. They were respected both in the Genn and in the Human community. And your healing power is not threatening. But us? I can burn things and people. Hinrik could drown them or freeze them. And Raykim isn't Human at all. We're freaks and condemned to be feared and avoided at all costs."

Raykim felt Hinrik's sadness and felt sad too.

"So we'll never find our place in the world?" Hinrik asked with a shaky voice.

"It depends on what you want, Hinrik," Keneith answered. "Do you really want to be part of the Human society? Personally, I couldn't care less. That's why I'm always on the move and don't stay more than ten years in the same place. Usually a lot less, actually, but when I met the Genn, I spent a lot of time with them."

"I hear they hide in underground cities in the Central Massif and under Mount Flora," Raykim said. Mention of the other Magical Races always got his attention. He hadn't thought about trying to get in touch with the Waiora. Or the Genn. He didn't know enough about them to try the adventure.

"Or in the forest of Appleyard, where their kingdom used to be," Bellinda added. "Have you tried them or did you just stay around here?"

"I admit I was a little fearful at the thought of traveling on my own. I tried to follow Sila, but they always chased me away. So I stayed here, mostly. I'm very grateful that you allowed me to go with you."

Raykim grinned at all three.

"You're welcome, little cousin." Keneith ruffled his blue hair and smiled.

"We could be a small family," Hinrik said. "Not blood family, but because we choose to live together, wherever that be."

"Would that make me the mom?" Bellinda asked with an impish smile.

"How about all siblings?" he replied.

"Well, I always wished I had an older brother who could introduce me to his friends so I could have a boyfriend, but Ken doesn't have any friends, so that's a failure," she said. "As for younger siblings... I have two, and it's enough."

"Yes, who needs a family when one has friends and traveling companions?" Keneith added. "I'm surprised you're not sick of our company yet, since you're a single parent's only child."

"You're actually very nice company," Hinrik replied, smiling fondly at him. "Dad," he added teasingly.

Keneith glared at him, and then he smiled. "Don't try my patience, Son..."

Bellinda chuckled. "You're both cute when you play like that!"

"I have siblings, but they ignore me," Raykim said, pouting a little at the thought. "You three are the first people to actually talk to me."

His mother had had other offspring, of course. Pure-blooded, with big, feathered wings and human bodies. Some had brown skin, others were as light-skinned as the three half-bloods now playing family with him.

"Welcome to the family," Hinrik said. "Can we figure out a way of putting up a show that is non-threatening for our audience? I'd say to leave the local schools of magic alone..."

"Why do we need to put up a show?" Raykim asked. "Can't we just keep going?"

"You've obviously never dealt with so-called civilization, little cousin," Keneith said. "In towns like this one, you need to pay for a lot of things. Therefore you need money. I'm guessing you lived off the land until now and didn't have to deal with merchants or innkeepers."

"Oh. No." Raykim's shoulders slumped. He was getting tired of his mood going up and down – good news, no, bad news, no, wait, more good news, but, but, but. "So how does one get the money?"

"By working or by entertaining people, like Hinrik suggested. Or by winning in gladiator rings after a rainy day." Keneith smiled fondly at Hinrik who smiled back but shook his head.

"I don't want to fight anymore," he said. "That much is sure. So I need to find an alternative to earn a living."

"Barter?" Raykim suggested, puzzled.

"Doesn't work everywhere," Keneith replied. "We should get you some clothes, you'd look less... wild in shirt and breeches."

"I had clothes on my back when I left the Nest," Raykim said with a shrug. "But I outgrew them. I stole a towel to make my loincloth for practical reasons."

"Yes, you don't want to fly around with the family jewels out." Bellinda chuckled.

"Exactly. I guess I need to find a way to get new ones... you're telling me I need money, how can I get some?"

"I guess you could scare travelers into giving you their money, but that would make you a bandit and an outlaw." Keneith chuckled.

"He already stole a towel to cover himself," Bellinda replied. "Maybe one of you could lend him your spare breeches!"

"You can give him yours, since you now travel on a wagon," Keneith retorted. "He's so skinny that yours would fit perfectly!"

"I have spare breeches," Hinrik said. And then he turned to Raykim. "Aren't you cold, especially during winter?"

"No, the air around me is always warm," Raykim answered. He didn't really need clothes, but since everybody covered their body, he might as well do it.

"The Sila cover their bodies out of modesty, not necessity," Bellinda commented.

"In fact the Waiora show much more skin!" Keneith added, amused. "Anyway, I'll buy my little cousin new clothes in Kelvia, where I know a dressmaker who won't fuss about his appearance."

"Oh, thank you, Keneith!" Raykim beamed. "Who is it?"

"My stepmother. She knows who my real mother is, even though she never saw Bluestar in her true form."

"But she knew her in Human form?" Hinrik asked, curious.

Keneith nodded. "Like Lenore and your mother. Bluestar called herself Cynnamon the Ginger-headed Poet, like a previous generation Fajrulo called Starblazer who died before she was born. But  she had heard so much about the female who had passed herself off as a goddess to Humans that she used some of Starblazer's Human names for herself."

"So she looked like a redhead?" Bellinda asked. "And she wrote poetry?"

"Yes. And Lura made her clothes and she secretly loved Darhon, my father, who was totally smitten by the Ginger-headed Poet... and you can guess where this is headed. When Cynnamon vanished, Lura offered herself to fill the empty spot in the house. She's a very sweet woman, but soon I was old enough to leave my father's house and try to find my Fajrulo mother."

It was comforting knowing that even Keneith's Fajrulo parent had abandoned him very early.

"This first Starblazer must have impressed a lot of females," he mused. "Skywise called her daughter Starblazer and went to Maadre to be a Goddess... Are Humans still so credulous that a Fajrulo can be seen as a god by them?"

"Let's say that if a man suddenly turns into a dragon, they're going to be impressed," Keneith answered. "Who wouldn't? Do you remember your Fajrulo parent in his true form?"

"No," Raykim admitted. "I grew up with my mother. Until she couldn't stand my looks anymore and the Sila sent me away from the Nest."

"I haven't asked your half-sister Starblazer to show me her true form, but I'm sure it's impressive," Keneith continued. "She earns her living among Humans playing the witch."

Raykim didn't know where his half-sister Starblazer lived. Apparently, since she could take Human form, she had a house somewhere in the coastal towns. Keneith had met her on the way to the town with the gladiator ring – Flean, they'd told him it was called.

"We'll see," Raykim replied with a smile. "I look forward to seeing more of the world!"

***
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The sun was up and they were ready to leave Aludin when a group of people surrounded them. Keneith snorted, recognizing the kind of uniforms typical of schools of magic.

The night before a paladin, scared by Hinrik's natural skills of turning a disgusting beverage into water, had told them about the three schools in town, supposedly based on water, fire and ether magic. Obviously the paladin had thought the half-blood magic was demonic in nature, since Hinrik had made no display of reciting spells or other useless Human formulas.

Now the three deans with their acolytes had found them, just in time to give Keneith another painful flashback of his life at a similar school some forty years earlier. Except he wasn't a scared teenager anymore, but a full-fledged magic user with more power than the three illusionists put together.

Humans couldn't do magic. Half-bloods could.

The Magical Races used some sort of white magic – they could invoke unicorns effortlessly and in a natural way. Each race tended to use its main elemental power, but could ask help of the others.

Humans were either shamans – using drugs, poisons, trances and apparent deaths – or wizards – such as illusionists, alchemists, they could make potions and invisibility rings or coats. And then there were very few sorcerers with real dark powers, usually half-Fajrulo like Keneith or other mixed blood.

Raykim was already inside the wagon and Keneith considered calling him to teach him his first lesson about those pompous Human wizards who thought they knew it all.

Nah, I can deal with them on my own.

He scoffed and confronted them with his arms crossed over his chest. "Yes, gentlemen?"

"Are you the magic users who scared Emewor at the Hungry Snake last night?" asked the oldest of the lot, who had the classical wizard look that had always gotten on his nerves. Those people were all about form, not substance. They looked the part, but could rarely play the part.

"If he's a paladin who lingered at the tavern last night, yes, that's us," he answered.

"So you say you can do magic?" Another elder pointed a gnarled finger at them.

He wore a turban over a probably bald head and had runes drawn all over his clothes. Meaningless runes. Only the runes in Old Tongue actually worked, and Humans usually didn't speak the Old Tongue.

"Can you?" Keneith smirked.

"Keneith, we decided we don't want a confrontation," Hinrik said. "It would scare the horses. Let's just get away from here."

Bellinda climbed onto the wagon and took the reins. Keneith shrugged and joined her. But the group of wizards actually closed in on them.

"You're not going anywhere," the third dean threatened. "Or I will throw a ball of fire at you."

"Please, do," Keneith said with a mock bow. "And be ready to get it back as fast as you throw it."

Hinrik held his horse still, but stared wide-eyed at Keneith who had raised his protective magic shield as soon as the visitors had appeared. Not that he really needed it, but you never knew. Sometimes bees stung.

The mage made a show of reciting an incomprehensible spell and a small ball of fire slowly formed in his hand. He threw it, but it bounced back off Keneith's shield, forcing them to jump backward to avoid being hit.

The turbaned one screamed a curse, which only made the shield visible for a moment, a glittering bubble that encompassed the wagon, the draft horse and Hinrik and his mount.

"Are you sure we don't want a confrontation?" Keneith asked Bellinda.

I'd love to give them a hard lesson. Let me be the merciless Fajrulo for once.

"No, Ken, nobody will get hurt. Now let's go." She shook the reins and the horse started pulling the wagon.

"Can I come out?" Raykim called from inside. "I'd really like to see what's going on!"

"Not much, little cousin," Keneith replied. "A bunch of Human wannabe magic users."

"I want to see them!"

"Suit yourself!"

"Ken," Bellinda chided. "Raykim, no confrontation!" she said out loud, leaning towards the back of the wagon.

Keneith almost rubbed his hands in anticipation. Raykim's looks would be enough for that stupid lot.

"Hello there," Raykim said. "So you can do magic? Show me! I'm curious about Human magic!"

The students ran away screaming first. The three deans soon followed suit with slightly more dignity.

"Did I scare them off?" Raykim asked with an innocent smile, flapping his wings.

"Get back in the wagon, we're out of here," Bellinda said, trying not to laugh out loud.

Raykim chuckled but obeyed. Hinrik was grinning. Keneith looked at her and shook his head.

"Healers," he muttered, trying not to smile.

She passed him the reins. "Shut up and drive, you bloody half-Fajrulo!"

CHAPTER THREE

Raykim was glad they stayed away from populated places. The meeting in Aludin had confirmed for him that Humans would never really like him. But as they headed south along the coast, they stayed away from small villages and lone farms, camping in the open and allowing him to travel on the roof of the wagon without hiding.

Keneith was still quite grumpy, but Bellinda and Hinrik were very nice. Bellinda and Hinrik offered him their spare clothes, but she had wider hips than Hinrik, thus Raykim ended up using Hinrik's breeches, with a belt to keep them up.

There was no way he could wear tunics made for Humans, though, so he remained bare-chested, his tanned skin darker than the other three. He sometimes sighted Sila flying over and wished he could call them down and ask them for one of their shirts, but he knew better by now. He didn't even mention he saw them to his travel companions.

He saw Maxwetria long before them, as well. His keen eyesight meant he saw the walls of the bustling metropolis when they were still quite far away, but he didn't say anything. He'd have to hide in the wagon for a couple of days, before they went through that huge city.

He had seen it only from the mountains, a vast expanse of houses at the mouth of a river, and unfortunately wouldn't be able to see it from closer, unless he got out at night. But then the acrid smells of the city itself reached him through the wood of the wagon, and he decided he wasn't missing much.

That place stank of death and decay. And it made them all sick, especially Bellinda and poor Hinrik, who even cleansed the water of the river. Raykim was surprised by the toll water manipulation took on his friend. For him it wasn't such a big deal.

Keneith explained to him that both Bellinda and Hinrik were weaker compared to the two of them.

"We are half-Fajrulo. Fajrulo are the most powerful members of the Magical Races."

"Oh! So it's not that effortless for them to use Water or Ether's energy?"

"Bellinda gets awful headaches when she does deep healing. And you saw how exhausted Hinrik was after cleaning the river."

Raykim bobbed his head, thoughtful. Both Bellinda and Hinrik were still asleep after the night in Maxwetria, during which even he had preferred sleeping in the cramped space of the wagon than outside in the stench of decay.

"What is that called?" Raykim pointed at the things Keneith had bought from a shop down the street, while he had stayed hidden behind the wagon.

"It's bread, want to taste it?" Keneith offered him one of the funny shaped brown balls.

Raykim took it, turned it around in his hands, then the smell made him take a big bite. It was still warm and it melted on his tongue. It wasn't the same taste as meat, but it was great!

"And what are those?" he asked between bites. In two more, the delicious thing was gone.

"Flat-breads. Slightly different. They're salted."

"Can I try one?"

"Boy, you're hungry or what?"

"I have never tasted that kind of food, is all!"

Keneith smiled and shook his head, giving him a flat-bread. Slightly different taste, but still interesting.

"I think I like Human cooking. A lot," Raykim said, licking his lips.

"And you haven't tried anything yet." Keneith winked as Bellinda and Hinrik came out of the wagon, stretching their arms and yawning.

Both sat down by the fire and Keneith passed the bread-things around. Both had slept like logs and were obviously famished. Neither had noticed that Raykim had slept inside the wagon too.

Bellinda was supposed to spend the night at an inn to get some privacy, although Raykim didn't know why she'd want that, but she'd come back after having a panic attack. She thought the city had a bad feeling to it as much as Raykim.

Now that he was down in the city itself and could understand the Human language, Raykim noticed that on the other shore of the river Humans were gathering. They had spotted him, and their angry and fearful murmur was slowly growing. Soon they'd find a way to get to him, so he made sure he had room to open his wings and get away by his own means. He'd catch up with the others outside the metropolis.

And then a blond, androgynous being came around the wagon and sat with them. He had pointed ears, like Genn and Fajrulo, but brown eyes. He kept his hair very long and wore a green tunic and brown breeches.

"Good morning!" he greeted cheerfully. "Good to see you again!"

"Belfi, how did you find us?" Bellinda asked, surprised.

Raykim's interest perked up. He had heard that name. The old bedtime stories his mother used to tell. Wait, what was it? Ah, yes, the son of a Genn and a dark goddess that used to be Human but had been turned into the Queen of Demons...

"I was walking towards Maxwetria when some Waiora upriver told me a half-blood had cleaned this part of town." Belfi smiled fondly at Hinrik who blushed. "I knew it must be you. You have made progress since I last saw you."

"I'm still learning," Hinrik answered shyly.

"We were supposed to meet you here, but I'm not sure we can stay for much longer," Keneith said. "This is my cousin Raykim, and as you can see, he's been spotted, so we better get out of here as soon as possible."

Belfi nodded to Raykim, who remembered the whole story now. "Belfi the Immortal Half-blood?"

"I am he. Nice to meet you, Raykim."

Raykim was very pleased with himself. And very excited at the thought of meeting someone he thought existed only in bedtime stories. Although if the Immortal Half-blood existed for real, so did his dark twin, the Lord of Darkness.

"You're known everywhere," Hinrik said admiringly.

"I've been around for almost four centuries, after all." Belfi winked. "I was coming here to warn the people they were headed towards self-destruction with all the pollution in the river, but now you've cleaned itm they might survive for a little longer. Nobody will thank you, though."

"I did it because I felt it needed to be done for the creatures in the river," Hinrik replied.

Raykim nodded. He was very proud of his elder foster brother, who had lent him his breeches and had cleansed the water and...

"And they are very thankful indeed," Belfi said. "Humans... much less. This city is doomed if they don't start create better sanitation and a sewer system."

"There is a dark aura here," Bellinda said, thoughtful. "I had a panic attack last night. I tried to sleep at an inn and had to run away."

"Yes, it's that bad." Belfi nodded, thoughtful. "Why don't we get out of this town so I can tell you all what happened in the east during these months?"

***
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Keneith was pleased to meet Belfi again. They had a history of chance meetings, starting with the very first some twenty years earlier in Moriana.

Keneith was thirty-two back then, but still looked twenty, which meant that he could still apply to the schools of magic. After leaving Kelvia, he'd stopped in Xendaria and taken the full courses of their shamanic schools, which had taught him nothing. His magic was sort of elemental, but Human shamans had different means to tap into it.

Then he'd tried the Konigtown school of magic, again passing himself off as a teenager even though he was already twenty-four. Konigtown was on a lake shore and some feel of the old Genn Kingdom of Rayheart still lingered there. Not enough to help him, though, and he didn't meet any Waiora either.

And then he'd reached Moriana, which used to be the heart of the Moren Empire, hoping he'd find some schools based on the magic that had set up the empire – to no avail. The Magical Races were as absent as the spell that had kept a non-dynastic spell-driven succession on the imperial throne for a couple of centuries.

But Belfi had seen Moriana from its early days and liked it enough to spend time there when he wasn't wandering throughout Varia. He'd met Keneith on the outskirts, on the day he'd been venting his frustration at the school of magic by throwing balls of fire against a stone wall, with not much damage except to his already bruised pride.

Someone had known Belfi was in town and had dispatched him to stop the crazy student who was almost setting fire to that part of the city. He was supposed to take Keneith down and give him to the town council, but instead Belfi took him away from the Human town and into the forest of Appleyard.

Keneith's body was already scarred from the experiments in the previous three schools. Belfi was the first teacher who actually taught him how to handle all the energy he had in himself, that made him also very sexual and constantly horny – another reason for being constantly frustrated.

Yes, women liked him, but sometimes he was too rash or not gentle enough, so sometimes they just didn't want to see him again. But then sex was just a way to expend his energy, not a display of love or affection. He knew by then he didn't have a heart – not in the Human sense. Being
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