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BIG BROTHERS MUST BE the dumbest, most horrible, most evil creatures in the whole world of Mundial. Even the Lich Lords of the Eastern Wastes would shudder at the pains and torments older brothers inflict on younger brothers. Of course, it would be Almas’ luck to get the all-time worst.

Almas Aguerius was sure that his brother, Cree Tanis Aguerius (Almas just referred to him as Creetan), had spent his first four years of life torturing cats, learning the art of being mean and dreaming of the day he’d have a little brother to make cry. It was probably best that Almas didn’t remember anything before he turned three-years-old because if they were anything like the next five years then they were most likely filled with warfare just as intense as the battles their father was involved with during his wars with the Undead.

Sure, when he was a baby Almas probably didn’t cut holes in the back of all of Creetan’s pants to get back at him for breaking his favorite toy horse, but they couldn’t have gotten along nearly as well as their mother always claimed. There was no getting along with Creetan, you could only endure him.

Almas blamed his brother for the trouble he was in now. All he had wanted was an apple from the apple tree, but he was too short to even reach the lowest branches. Then Creetan had the nerve to sneak up on him and scare him out of his wits. Then to make things worse, rather than help him get an apple, he decides to climb up the tree, eat some apples, and call him a coward and a baby.

Now because of that, Almas was the most tired, cold, scared, and – worst of all – completely lost that he had ever been in the eight years of his life. 

All he had wanted to do was spend some time in Aguerius Forest alone to prove to that 12-year-old pigheaded monster, who had somehow tricked his parents into thinking he was their first-born son, that he was not a coward.

He had gotten the idea when he had gone to the riverbank to brood. He had noticed a blue bird in a tree looking at him and had wondered if the Forest Spirit of Aguerius Forest ever had to deal with a stupid older brother. He had never been sure if there was a forest spirit – after all it was only a legend that the adults talked about, and adults had a bad habit of trying to trick children into believing absurd things. When he had asked his father, he had only said that many legends are based in truth so some of it might be real. 

The legend was that the forest was cared for by a forest spirit who protected both man and beast that entered into it. Since there were no stories of anybody being attacked by wild animals in the forest, that’s what gave Almas the idea to go spend the day in the woods. He had decided that it was his best chance to show Creetan how brave he really was. After all, even a safe forest could be scary when you’re by yourself – couldn’t it?  So, after waking and eating breakfast the next day, he had told his mother that he was going to play outside. Then when no one was looking he went right into the green wood.

The day had started out great; the sun was sending bright light through the branches of the great and mighty trees. Birds were chirping happy songs while the bushes seemed to make way for him, almost inviting him into the forest. It was by far the most beautiful place he had ever seen. It was thick with green leaves and flowers on every surface. Also, there were animals everywhere from chipmunks and insects to deer and elk. After a few hours Almas decided that he had been out long enough to show Creetan who was brave. Not to mention he needed to get home before it got dark – for his mother’s peace of mind, of course.

It was then he realized that he had no idea which way home was. Picking the direction, he was sure would at least take him to the river that he could follow home, he had set off at what he meant to be a nice easy trot, but ended up more like one that resembled a deer being followed closely by a pack of wolves.

It was shortly after this, that things began to go wrong for him. The friendly forest seemed to change with every step. First the friendly songs of the birds stopped, followed by the trees reaching out and blocking the light of the sun with their branches, while the bushes and shrubs began to grab and claw at him as he tried to find his way home. From time to time the forest seemed to play a game where it would start to brighten and give Almas hope, only to destroy it by suddenly becoming darker and more menacing. 

It was just as the sun was beginning to set that Almas learned where he was. He stepped out into a clearing to find the site of an old battlefield. The clearing was mostly dead earth with clumps of tall, brown grass scattered about; much the same as the instruments of war that littered the field. Everywhere he looked he could see armor and weapons of all sorts. He realized as he looked among broken swords and shields that he was on the completely wrong side of the forest. His father had told him how 75 years ago his great grandfather had led the king’s army against the Lich Lords and drove them to the eastern wastes, and that the battle had taken place on the other side of the forest.

First, he hesitated. The place was spooky, and Almas was scared enough as it was. But curiosity in the objects littering the ground overcame his fear and he entered the field. He began to wander around and study the relics of a battle long past. Why had no one claimed these treasures? As eerie as the place was, he had to take a look at some of these artifacts. Was that a real ruby in the hilt of that sword? The metal it was embedded in looked like gold! If he brought something expensive home maybe his mother wouldn’t kill him for being late. At least he’d be able to make Creetan jealous. 

For a moment he was so lost in his curiosity that he forgot about being scared. But then as he was looking at a helmet in the tall grass that looked like it might have a diamond embedded in the front, he felt something odd under his foot. Searching the ground where he had stood, he saw a small, gold chain partially hidden in the ground. He pulled the chain from the ground and found a small pendant attached to it. The pendant was round and somewhat flat, and like the chain, was made of gold. There was also a green gem embedded in the center of it.

As Almas looked over the pendant, he wondered how much something like this would be worth. The last thing he expected was an answer to his unspoken question. 

“I am what you would call priceless.”

“Who said that?” Almas yelped as he searched in all directions for the source of the voice.

“I did you fool. You’re holding me,” came the reply.

Almas looked down at the pendant. Was the pendant speaking to him?

“Idiot child, of course I’m speaking to you. Do you see anyone else around?”

At that moment Almas realized that the voice he heard was only in his own head. Almas stared at the pendant and asked, “What are you?”

“I am Lightbringer, a powerful fielis. Figures that I would be found by an ignorant, runny-nosed human child... An Aguerius at that, by the looks of the symbol on your crest.”

Almas looked at his crest hanging on his neck that bore his family’s symbols. How could this thing see it and what was a fielis? Almas thought he had heard that word before but couldn’t remember where he heard it or what he had heard about it. He was about to ask more but the thing called Lightbringer spoke first.

“You don’t have to speak out loud; I can hear your thoughts just fine. But explaining these things to you probably doesn’t matter since I don’t expect you to escape this place alive. Do me a favor and put me down. I really hate getting eaten along with fools – even if the slime behind you doesn’t get you then the forest dragon that claims this land will surely track you down. He hates intruders. Few grave robbers that have come here have escaped. If you do survive, send someone back worthy to hold my greatness.”

Almas turned around and, sure enough, not far behind him was a big, slug-like blob about the size of a large cat. He had never seen a slime before but had heard that they were boneless creatures that could spray a stream of acid five feet away. The acid was used to dissolve its food before eating it and to defend itself from predators. They certainly didn’t live in his family’s forest; it was yet another reminder that he was far from where he was supposed to be.

This gray colored slime seemed to be eating an old shield, and Almas decided there was no point in sticking around and handing it an easier-to-eat dessert. If the pendant wanted to stay that was fine with him. He dropped Lightbringer, cutting off the pendant’s maniacal laugh and ran back into the forest.

Almas wasn’t sure how long he had been running. Ten minutes? Thirty? He just knew he needed to put as much space between himself and that field as he could, yet when he tripped as he passed through a dense grove of trees, he knew he couldn’t get up. His legs felt dead, and his chest felt like it was on fire. By now it was completely dark, and all Almas could do was focus on breathing. 

Rolling on his back he cried and cried till he heard a strange sound. Looking up he saw in the tree a songbird singing to him. At least he was pretty sure it was to him. It seemed to look right at him. The song reminded him of a song his Uncle Marpel used to play on a harp to help him and his brothers and sister go to sleep. He had always accused his uncle of casting a musical spell on him, as bards like his uncle were known to do, but tonight he would’ve welcomed the peace his uncle’s music would have brought. Slowly the fire in his chest went away and he felt that he could breathe again. He knew he should get up and get moving again, but he just didn’t have the strength. He quickly faded off to sleep.

As he slept, he dreamt of home. He dreamt of his mother tucking him in for the night and singing gently to him. It was a nice dream and Almas slept peaceably and warm well into the morning.

Almas awoke with a start to the sound of the songbird chirping and fluttering its wings in obvious panic. He found himself under a blanket of tall grass which he didn’t remember being there the night before. Searching for the cause of the bird’s agitation he sat himself up to find the same gray slime from the evening before right next to his feet. At least he was fairly certain it was the same slime; part of the slime’s body had expanded and shaped itself into a small tendril that was holding the magic pendant that had called itself Lightbringer.

Almas quickly began crawling backwards but only went a couple of feet before hitting his head hard on a tree. Before Almas could make any movements, a stream of acid shot right past him and the tree that his back was against. Almost instantly a large roar filled the air behind him, and Almas felt something big crash into the tree he was against. Rolling away from both the slime and whatever the slime had just attacked, Almas decided that if anyone wanted to question his courage, they were welcome to do it. He just prayed to whatever gods might be listening that he could get home alive; he didn’t care what names his brother called him. Looking to the tree he had rolled away from; he saw a forest dragon that was franticly dragging its head on the ground as it tried to scrape off the burning acid from its face. 

Forest dragons were small for dragons and had no wings, but still twice the size of a large bear. They were colored green and brown to blend in better with the forest. Almas had seen many forest dragons before – many warriors used them as war mounts, his own father included – but this one was nothing like the tamed ones he knew. First, this was the biggest one he’d ever seen; second, this one was now looking at Almas with what seemed a mixture of hunger and anger.

Almas knew he should be running but his legs betrayed him and refused to move. The forest dragon took a step towards him, but another stream of acid shot right in front of the beast. Almas glanced at the slime. Was it actually moving between him and the dragon?

The dragon eyed the slime, then Almas, then back to the slime. It seemed the dragon was deciding if Almas would make a meal worth the sting of the slime’s acid. After a short eternity the dragon suddenly looked off to the left and emitted a low growl. Almas turned to discover, to his great shock, an older boy, perhaps just a little younger than his brother Creetan, standing between two trees. He had light brown hair and stood only a couple inches taller than Almas himself. He wore brown and green clothes and had nothing on his feet. While it was clear the boy was a child, it was also clear the boy wasn’t human – his ears were more pointed on top.

The blue-eyed boy stared at the dragon and the dragon stared back. Then suddenly the dragon charged at him. The boy just continued to stare the charging beast right in the eyes and at the last minute jumped, planting his bare feet on the trunk of the tree next to him. He then took two quick steps up the tree trunk and grabbed onto a branch. The dragon, unable to slow down, passed right under the boy who dropped onto the dragon’s back, then did a front-flip off of it and landed right next to the slime. As the dragon turned and once again charged, the boy quickly took Lightbringer from the slime and held it up to the charging dragon.

“Don’t look directly at the pendant!” he yelled.

Almas wasn’t sure why he needed to look away but decided to trust the boy. He turned his face away just as the pendant exploded with bright light. Even looking away from the light everything was so bright that Almas threw his arm over his eyes to protect them.

The light dimmed and, as Almas blinked the afterimage from his eyes, he heard the sound of the dragon crashing through the forest away from them. Soon the sound of roaring and trees being knocked over faded. The boy continued to stare in the direction the dragon went for a few moments longer, then walked over to Almas and collapsed against the tree next to him. Only now did Almas realize how out of breath the boy was.

“Do you...(gasp)...have any idea...(gasp)...how much trouble you’ve caused me...(gasp)...these last couple days? That dragon is a lunatic about protecting his territory, which includes the old battlefield. It picked up your scent and tracked you down. I had to sprint for the last 20 minutes and still almost didn’t make it in time.”

Almas just stared at the boy. “Are you a forest spirit?”

“No, I’m an elf.”

“Why do they say there is a forest spirit here then?”

“There is what people believe and then there is the truth.” 

The boy stood up and walked over to the slime; he removed his shoulder bag and scooped the slime into it. Putting the shoulder bag back on he added, “We should get going before Grumpy gets his eyesight back and returns for breakfast. I don’t think he believed me when I said my father was nearby.” 

“I didn’t hear you tell it anything.”

“I don’t need to talk out loud to speak to the animals and plants of the forest,” the boy answered as he wrapped Lightbringer in a cloth and placed it in his pocket. “Now come on; I’ll take you home.”

Almas eyed the pocket the boy had put Lightbringer in. “That thing is bad.”

“Lightbringer is bitter, selfish, and annoying but like all of his kind, harmless to those who hold him. Now let’s get going.”

Almas stood up and followed the boy who started walking away. “My name is Almas Aguerius.”

“I know.”

“How?”

“Little happens in or near this forest that I don’t know about, not to mention your family has been protecting my family since they settled this area. It was my father who gave this forest to your family.”

“But my family has owned this forest for a hundred years! How old are you?”

“One hundred and nineteen.”

“That’s older than my father!”

The boy laughed, “Much older.”

“What’s your name?” Almas asked as they started walking.

“Just call me Ulec.”

Chapter 2
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ULEC WASN’T SURE WHAT to make of this small human creature. Maybe if he would close his mouth for longer than two seconds, then Ulec could decide.

“So how big is your family?” Almas asked.

“What’s that?”

“Your family. You said my family has been protecting your family; how big is your family?”

“Just my parents, my little sister, and me,” Ulec answered.

“I have an older brother, a younger brother and a younger sister along with my parents. Do you have a house here in the forest?”

“The forest is our house.”

“Oh,” Almas said thoughtfully, “don’t you get wet when it rains?”

“The trees can keep us dry if I ask them to.”

Realization came to Almas’ eyes. “Was it you that made the forest scary yesterday?”

Ulec was glad the boy was following behind him and couldn’t see his face turn red. “Well, I was trying to help you get back home. I... I thought if the forest was only scary when you were going the wrong way, you’d find the right way. It didn’t work very well.”

“Oh... sorry.”

Ulec felt bad. He had tried to lead Almas back home, but all he had managed to do was scare the kid out of his wits and almost get him killed. If he had just been more open and gone personally to help, he could’ve led Almas back home without him ending up in danger.

They walked for a minute in silence, and then Ulec turned and asked, “Would you like to see the best view of the forest, see it as I think of it?” 

“Yes, please!”

“Follow me.”

Ulec could normally move quickly through the forest, but the boy moved slowly, even with his help. Eventually they came to a huge tree. Ulec didn’t even slow down as he got to the tree; he took three steps up the trunk of the tree and effortlessly swung himself onto one of the lower branches. Almas stopped and stared.

“Hey! How did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Run up the tree like that. I can’t do that.”

“I ask the tree to help me. It holds onto my feet, so I don’t slip as easily. Here let me help you up.”

Ulec reached down and took Almas’ hand. He helped pull him up and the two boys began climbing up to the top of the tree. About halfway up Almas asked, “How come you don’t have any shoes on?”

“You never take a break from the questions, do you?”

“Sorry, I was just wondering.”

“I don’t like shoes; I like the feel of the forest on my feet.”

They soon arrived at the top of the tree, which was much taller than any of the other trees in the forest. Almas looked wide-eyed across the carpet of treetops. “You can see the whole forest from here.”

“This is the oldest and tallest tree in this part of the forest; I like to spend a lot of time here.”

“Don’t you get lonely?”

“Not really,” Ulec lied. “I have the whole forest to keep me company. Plus, I spend a lot of time with my father. He’s been training me in weapon mastery.”

“Why,” Almas asked.

“My father says having skills to protect yourself and others is important.”

Almas nodded. Almas was also the son of a weapons master and Ulec was sure his own father taught similar things. So, he knew he didn’t have to explain much more than that.

“What about your sister? Doesn’t she play with you in the forest?” Almas asked after a moment.

Ulec shrugged his shoulders. “My mother and sister spend a lot of time up north on the other side of the Dividing Mountains. The magic most elves use is stronger up there.”

“Why is it stronger there?”

“Elves use magic created by life. The forests up there are much denser and produce more magic than the ones here,” Ulec explained.

Almas seemed to think of that for a few moments. The mention of Ulec’s mother being gone much of the time must have reminded Almas of the situation with his own parents. Almas commented next, “My dad is away a lot too. He’s the royal strategist, and there is a war against the Lich Lords right now. He’s been gone longer than normal this time. Normally they just do small raids. But I’ve heard some of my father’s men say this was the biggest attack in 40 years.”

Almas nervously fingered the crest he wore around his neck. Ulec’s parents had both fought in a war before he was born but never in his life had he gone to war. Ulec responded, “Don’t worry. I’m sure he’s fine,” then thought it best to change the subject. “So why did you come into the forest alone yesterday?”

Almas hesitated then answered, “I was playing with my younger brother and sister a few days ago and Creetan snuck up behind me and scared me. He said I screamed like a girl and was the biggest coward he had ever seen. So, I wanted to prove to him that I could be brave.”

“Being scared doesn’t mean you’re not brave,” Ulec said, “Being scared is what helps keep us alive when there is danger. Being brave is what helps us do things that need to be done. You can be scared and brave at the same time. It isn’t one or the other.”

Almas thought about that for a moment before responding, “I wish someone had told me that sooner. Trying to be brave almost got me eaten by a dragon.”

“I’m glad you weren’t. I haven’t had anyone new to talk to in years.”

“So, you do get lonely,” Almas exclaimed triumphantly.

“I guess I do,” Ulec admitted.

A few moments of silence passed before Ulec spoke again and asked, “Can I see your crest?”

Almas took the crest from around his neck and handed it to Ulec. “How come you don’t have one?”

“Only citizens of your kingdom wear them. I’m not part of your kingdom. I’ve seen them from a distance but never up close. How come your crest has two pictures on it?”

“They are pictures of my parents’ crests; the one with the owl is my father’s and the one with the anvil is my mother’s. Children’s crests always show both their parents’ crests to show who they belong to. Then when we grow up, we get our own.”

“And the foxes around the edges of your crest?”

“Every kid has his own border around the crests. That way every child in the family has a crest that is a little different. My dad said that once only nobles had them but since everyone in the kingdom now are descended from those that fought in the War of Destruction, an old king declared everyone to be of noble blood.”

“Oh,” Ulec responded as he handed the crest back. “My parents also fought in that war.”

“Really? My dad told me that very few who fought in that war survived. And it was about one hundred and twenty years ago. Are your parents old?”

“Elves live 10 times longer than humans. So, for elves I guess they would be about middle aged,” Ulec answered with a shrug.

After another moment of silence Almas spoke up, “I was wondering. That pendant, Lightbringer, said it was a fielis. Do you know what a fielis is?”

“It’s a magic item made by a group of elves that died off long ago. They made the items by taking part of someone’s soul and binding it to an item. That item gains the personality and abilities of that soul.”

Almas asked something else, but Ulec didn’t hear. His attention was suddenly elsewhere in the forest. That forest dragon was heading their way again – fast. The creature’s eyes still hadn’t recovered from the flash from Lightbringer, but the dragon was probably following their smell.

“What’s wrong?”

Ulec turned back to Almas, “I should get you back home. Your family is worried about you.”

“Uh, sure,” Almas responded with a quizzical look.

The two boys began climbing down. It was slow at first as Ulec showed Almas how to grab hold of a branch and step off the limb which they were standing on. The branch they were holding on to would then slowly bend, lowering them to a lower branch. They then could repeat the process. Almas was scared at first but soon began enjoying it. When they got to the bottom Ulec reminded Almas not to try doing that without him, since the branch could break, and he’d probably fall to his death. Almas nodded and the two boys started on their way.

Ulec tried to hurry Almas along as quickly as possible, but the young human just wasn’t fast enough. 

“What’s wrong? Why can’t we rest a while? It’s after noon and I haven’t eaten in over a day.”

“I’m sorry, Almas, but we have to move fast. The forest dragon is following us again. I thought I could get you some place safe before he caught up but he’s moving too fast. I’ll have to try something else.”

“What?”

“No time to explain. Come on!”

Ulec led Almas to another large tree. “Up the tree, quickly. He’s almost here.”

He helped Almas get up to a large, high branch. Almas looked around, then called down to Ulec, “I see him! Hurry and get up here!”

“No matter what, stay up there.”

“Are you crazy?! What are you doing?”

“Trust me!”

Ulec ran over to another tree. As the dragon came into view, he grabbed hold of a long, thick branch. He asked the tree for the branch, and it immediately separated from the tree. Ulec decided he must have lost his mind as he held up his makeshift staff and watched the dragon sniff the air.

The dragon still couldn’t see very well but it smelled Ulec and charged. At the last second Ulec sidestepped and hit the dragon’s leg with the branch with all his strength. The dragon didn’t even seem to notice. It simply turned towards Ulec and lunged at him. Ulec tried to move but he knew he wouldn’t be able to move out of the way fast enough. He mentally sent a plea for help to the slime that was still sitting inside his shoulder bag hanging at his side. He lifted the flap of the bag and a stream of acid shot out and again hit the dragon in the face. With the dragon’s lunge disrupted, Ulec took the opportunity to get out of the way and quickly climbed up a nearby tree.

As the dragon once again used the dirt to scrape the burning acid from his face, Ulec took a moment to open his mind completely to the forest. Ulec had lived in the forest a long time. The plants and animals there knew him, and he asked them all for help. 

The dragon charged the tree Ulec was standing in. As it charged, branches from the surrounding trees began to fall like spears on it and the shrubbery grabbed and clawed at the dragon’s legs. Most hit harmlessly on the dragon’s hard scales. The dragon threw itself against the trunk of the tree Ulec was on and the tree fell over.

Ulec managed to jump and grab onto the branch of another tree as the one he’d just been on came crashing to the ground. The dragon only took a moment to sniff the air and find Ulec’s new position and charged once again. As it came, a pack of wolves leapt from some surrounding bushes and onto the dragon. The dragon stopped its charge and tried to shake the wolves from its back, but they just sank their fangs deeper till the dragon finally rolled onto its back. The wolves scattered to avoid being crushed but Ulec felt his mental connection to one of them suddenly disappear. The wolves grouped up again, but the dragon went after them, and they were forced to scatter in order to avoid the dragon’s attack. 

Ulec looked around in desperation. The wolves didn’t stand a chance and he was out of ideas. The dragon stopped chasing the scattered wolves and once again came right at Ulec. He pulled Lightbringer from his pocket, held it towards the dragon and channeled as much magic as he could into it and once again the pendant exploded into light. At the same time a dark voice entered into his mind.

“That won’t work. That beast is no longer using his eyes to hunt you.”

“Help me!” Ulec thought back to the pendant.

“Why should I do that?”

“If I get eaten, you go with me.”

“Hmm, as entertaining as you're getting eaten would be, I really would prefer not to pass through the insides of that beast again. You don’t want to be eaten? Then the answer is easy...run. With your power over the forest, you can move much quicker than that blind beast.”

“If I did that, Almas would be killed. I’m not leaving him.”

“Why would the son of Lady Alixia risk his life for a mere human? Have you no pride as an elf?”

“The Aguerius family protects this forest, protects my family. I have to try.”

The tree Ulec was in began to fall over as the dragon crashed into it. This time there were no nearby branches to jump to, so all Ulec could do was jump clear of the falling tree. As he tried to get up Lightbringer’s voice returned. “Run, boy. Human lives are short anyway. Just run.”

As he tried to stand, Ulec’s ankle felt like it was on fire, and he collapsed back onto the ground. There was no way he’d be able to avoid the dragon with it.

“No, it’s too late for that now,” he thought to the pendant.

The dragon came at Ulec, mouth open to consume him. Suddenly a rock struck the dragon’s head and both the dragon and Ulec turned their heads to see the source.

“Leave him alone,” Almas yelled. He had dropped down from the tree and was picking up another rock to throw while the dragon took a step in his direction.

“Well, at least I’ll be able to enjoy watching both you and that annoying human get eaten. With any luck the dragon will choke on your dead body and cough me up.”

“Choke!” Ulec exclaimed aloud attracting the dragon’s attention once more to him.

“What? No! I can see your thoughts, you ca–”

Ulec pushed himself onto one hand, the dragon over him, mouth open once again. With his other hand Ulec aimed quickly and threw the pendant down the air hole of the dragon’s throat and rolled away as quickly as he could.
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ALMAS HAD WATCHED MOST of the fight from his tree, too terrified to even speak. For a moment he was sure he was about to watch his new friend get eaten right before him. He then realized he couldn’t let Ulec die because of him. So, he had jumped down, picked up a rock and threw it as hard as his 8-year-old arm could throw it. Then suddenly it was over.

Now the dragon lay motionless on the ground and Ulec limped over to where the wolves had gathered around their pack member that had been crushed by the dragon. Ulec looked over to Almas and motioned him to come over. So, he walked over to Ulec, keeping an eye on the motionless dragon.

“Are...are you alright?” Almas asked as he came near.

“My ankle hurts but I don’t think it’s bad. I just twisted it wrong when I fell from the tree. Thanks, by the way. That is what being brave is all about. You saved my life there,” Ulec responded, and then looking at the wolf said, “They came and saved us too. Even knowing that they were no match for a forest dragon, they came to protect me.”

Almas turned to the lifeless wolf.

“I’m sorry. If I hadn’t gotten lost...”

“I need you to do me a favor.”

“What?”

Ulec picked up a branch from a fallen tree and began to bend it as if it was clay, and in a couple of moments he had fashioned a walking staff to help him with his hurt ankle.

“Follow me,” Ulec said and limped away with the help of his new staff.

Almas followed him and the wolves to a small cave in the side of a hill. Ulec reached in and pulled out a wolf cub.

“He’s still too young to survive without his mother. He needs a place to live and someone to take care of him. I can’t take both the slime and the cub.”

Ulec handed the small cub to Almas. The wolf cub was shivering, so he wrapped his shirt around it and answered, “I don’t think my mother would let me.”

“Just ask. Explain what his mother did for us. I think you might be surprised.” 

“Sure, I’ll try.”

Almas was silent the rest of the trip home. Ulec found him some berries to eat but he was still tired and drained from everything that had happened. Never again would he do something just to show his stupid brother he wasn’t a coward.

As evening approached Ulec turned again to Almas and asked, “Can I ask you another favor?” 

“What?”

“My parents don’t want other people to know about our being here in this forest. Your parents are the only ones who know about us, so will you promise that you won’t talk about us with anyone except for them?”

“Not even with any of my brothers or sister?”

“Not for now. Your younger brother and sister would have a hard time keeping the secret. I’m not sure if I trust your older brother. If any of them accidentally told other people about us, we might have to leave. But maybe later; I’ll have to discuss it with my parents.”

“Why does your family need to hide?” Almas asked.

“After the War of Destruction there were only a few humans and elves left. Humans can increase their population faster than elves. So, there are still very few of us compared to humans. We need time.”

“Ok, I sort of understand – I promise.”

“Thank you. I’m going to have to say goodbye now. I’ve brought you as far as I can.”

“But...but I still don’t know the way from here.”

“Just follow the voices in the air.”

“What voices?”

Then suddenly he heard it, his name being called out in the distance.

“That sounded like my Uncle Jerad,” Almas said looking in the direction of the voice. “OVER HERE!” he yelled. “They are looking for me...Ulec?”

When Almas turned back towards Ulec, the young elf had completely vanished. He only had a moment to contemplate how someone with a hurt ankle could disappear so quickly and quietly when he heard his name called again. The voice was very close now and soon a large man with a hand axe strapped to his side appeared. It was his father’s best friend, who also served as commander of his father’s men when he was away.

“Uncle Jerad!” Almas ran to the man and gave him a sideways hug, being careful not to crush the wolf cub.

The man laughed, “Well, well. I was beginning to think the spirits of this forest had kidnapped you.” Turning his head, he spoke to someone behind him. “Would you take a look at what I found wandering the forest alone?”

“Now why’d you have to go and find him for? You have any idea what it costs to feed that kid?” said another familiar voice.

Almas peeked around Jerad to see his father standing there with a huge teasing grin.

“FATHER!”

This time Almas leapt into his father’s arms. “You’re home! You’re home!”

Almas’ father scooped him up and, laughing, swung him around and put him back on the ground. “Yes, I arrived home last night to find I was short one child. Now seeing I still had three out of four of my kids, I was all set to call it good enough and just write you off, go to bed and get some rest. But you know how your mother is. She started to fuss and fuss, so I figured I might as well come out and find you.”

“You were worried about me,” Almas said, giving him a knowing smile.

“Me? Never. Now let’s get you home and get you a bath. Then you can tell me why you smell like slime acid and have a wolf cub wrapped in your shirt. I’ve a feeling it’s an interesting tale,” Almas’ father said with a grin and a wink as he put a hand on his son’s shoulder and led him home.
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ULEC SAT IN A TREE long after Almas and his father were out of sight. He had opened his shoulder bag and let the slime out, which was munching on pinecones at the moment. Ulec decided to call the slime Metal, since, while it appeared to be willing to eat just about anything, it seemed to have a special liking for metal, as Ulec had found out upon finding the remains of his small knife in the bag.

After watching Metal eating for a few minutes, Ulec spoke, “Are you mad?”

A voice answered from below him. “Mad about what? That you missed a lesson in order to save and help a boy lost in the forest, or that you seem to once again have adopted yet another pet?”

“I thought I could do it myself, without any help. I almost got us both killed.”

“Yes. If you had left me a trail to follow, I might have been in a place to help you when you finally called for it. There is no shame in asking for help when lives are at stake. On the other hand, all your life I’ve been trying to teach you the importance of serving others. You have demonstrated that you have learned and understood the most important lesson I could ever teach you – service. So no, I’m not angry. I’m very proud.”

“Thank you, Father,” Ulec looked down to where his father was leaning against the tree. “So...can I keep Metal?”

Ulec’s father sighed and smiled. “Like I really have a choice with you and your pets.”

Chapter 3
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A WEEK HAD PASSED SINCE Almas and Ulec's last adventure in Aguerius Forest. Almas couldn't contain his excitement as he stood at the forest's edge, waiting for Ulec to arrive. His father, High Lord Gidon Aguerius, observed his son's restless anticipation with a chuckle.

Almas fidgeted with a leaf that had fallen on his shoulder. He glanced at his father and said, "Father, do you think Ulec will remember me? It feels like forever since we last saw each other!"

Gidon smiled warmly as Almas brushed off another leaf that had fallen on his shoulder. "Oh, my dear Almas, a week may feel like an eternity to an eight-year-old like you, but I'm sure Ulec remembers you. After all, he's been eagerly awaiting this reunion too. Not to mention you never forget friends who risk their lives for you."

Almas' father smiled as yet another leaf landed on his son's shoulder. Just as Almas finished brushing the leaf off, a mischievous giggle filled the air. Almas looked up to see Ulec perched on a branch above him, a wide grin spread across his face. Almas burst into laughter, realizing that Ulec had been hiding in the tree, playfully dropping leaves on him.

Almas climbed onto the lowest branch to join Ulec, his laughter still echoing through the forest. Ulec's eyes sparkled with mirth as he greeted Almas, "Hey there, buddy! Missed me, didn't you?"

Almas chuckled, trying to catch his breath. "You bet, Ulec! You've got quite the talent for surprising entrances."

Ulec hopped down from the branch, landing gracefully on the forest floor. He glanced at Almas and said, "Well, I couldn't resist a little prank. But now, let's have some real fun!"

Almas looked to his father who nodded and said, "Go have fun, just be back home by supper time."

Almas and Ulec wasted no time and took off. They ventured deeper into the forest and soon Ulec's ability to communicate with animals and plants became evident. They encountered a family of deer grazing peacefully, and Ulec projected his thoughts towards them, sharing a silent conversation. The deer responded with gentle nods and playful leaps, conveying their joy to Almas through their graceful movements.

As they made their way through a shimmering meadow, Ulec's gaze shifted to a group of singing birds perched on a branch. He switched to speaking aloud, addressing them directly for Almas' sake, "Lovely tunes, my feathered friends! Mind teaching us a few notes?"

The birds chirped in delight and began a melodious chorus. Ulec and Almas joined in, their laughter and voices intertwining with the bird's song, filling the forest with a joyous symphony.

As evening approached, Ulec turned to Almas with a mischievous glint in his eyes and asked, "Can I make a request, Almas?"

Curiosity sparked in Almas' eyes. "What is it, Ulec?"

Ulec's voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, "I've heard that your father is quite the skilled warrior, just like me. How about a friendly sparring match? I've been told I'm a formidable opponent."

Almas' eyes widened in excitement. "You want to spar with my father? He's a master swordsman!"

Ulec grinned. "Well, I've been around for quite some time, and I've honed my skills. What do you say? Shall we put our swordsmanship to the test?"

As they arrived to the place that he had arranged to meet his father, Almas quickly asked his father if he would spar with Ulec. Lord Aguerius agreed and so Almas led Ulec and his father to a clearing on the edge of Aguerius Forest. They armed themselves with short swords and prepared for the friendly duel.

Ulec's movements were lightning-fast, his elven agility allowing him to maneuver with grace. Almas' father met his strikes with skill and precision, their swords clashing in a flurry of metal.

The forest echoed with the sound of their blades, the clash and clang of their intense bout. Almas watched in awe as Ulec matched his father's every move, his elven reflexes giving him an edge.

As the duel continued, Ulec's skill and finesse shone through. His movements became fluid and mesmerizing, as if he were dancing with the sword.

With a series of swift strikes, Ulec disarmed Almas' father, sending his sword flying through the air. The duel had reached its climax, and Ulec stood before Almas' father, victorious.

Almas' father laughed heartily, a mix of surprise and admiration in his eyes. "Well, Ulec, it seems you truly are a weapons master. That was an impressive display!"

Ulec bowed respectfully. "Thank you, High Lord Aguerius. It was an honor to spar with you."

Almas' father extended a hand to Ulec, a warm smile on his face. "The honor was mine, Ulec. Your skill with a sword is unmatched, and I can see why Almas holds you in such high regard."

Ulec accepted the handshake with a grin. "Thank you, High Lord Aguerius. It was a pleasure to test my abilities against such a formidable opponent."

They shared a moment of camaraderie, the forest filled with laughter and respect. Almas felt a surge of pride witnessing the bond between his father and his elvish friend.

As the sun started its descent, painting the sky in hues of gold and orange, Almas knew their time together was drawing to a close. He approached Ulec, a mixture of excitement and sadness in his voice.

"Ulec, this has been an incredible day. I don't want it to end."

Ulec placed a hand on Almas' shoulder, his gaze filled with warmth. "Fear not, my friend. Our paths will cross again. Aguerius Forest will always be here, waiting for us to create new memories."

Almas nodded, a smile tugging at his lips. "I can't wait for our next adventure, Ulec. Until then, take care."

Ulec nodded in return. "You too, Almas. Stay curious, brave, and kind."

With a final embrace, Almas bid farewell to Ulec. As he walked back home with his father, the echoes of their laughter and the memory of their sparring match filled his heart, fueling his anticipation for their next meeting.
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"OUCH! CRUSTY, NOT THE fingers!" Almas exclaimed, trying to suppress a laugh.

It had been a few months since Almas had received the wolf cub, Crusty, in the depths of Aguerius Forest. Almas had taken on the responsibility of raising him, and the joys and trials of wolf cub parenting were becoming apparent.

One sunny morning, Almas was sitting at the breakfast table with his family. Crusty, now a lively ball of fur, had playfully nipped at Almas' fingers under the table.

His mother chuckled and shook her head. "Almas, dear, maybe it's time to teach Crusty some table manners."

Almas' older brother, Creetan, smirked. "He's already got the manners of a wild animal. What's next, howling at the moon during dinner?"

Almas shot Creetan a playful glare. "Hey, watch it! Crusty's still learning. We all have to start somewhere."

Almas' parents had decided to keep Ulec's existence a secret from his siblings, as it could be dangerous if the wrong people found out about an elvish family living in the forest. Instead, they told them that Almas had found Crusty while he was lost in the forest.

During a family gathering in the evening, Almas' younger sister, Cady, poked Almas with curiosity sparkling in her eyes. "Almas, how did you find Crusty in the forest? Tell us the story!"

Almas' father chimed in; his voice full of mischief. "Well, you see, Cady, your brother has a knack for attracting all sorts of woodland creatures. He's got a secret language with the animals. They just can't resist following him."

Cady's eyes widened, and she gasped in amazement. "Wow, Almas! You're like a real-life animal whisperer!"

Almas winked at his father, playing along with the tale. "That's right, Cady. They call me Almas the Animal Whisperer. I have a special bond with the creatures of the forest."

As Crusty grew, so did his mischievous nature. He would often disappear into Aguerius Forest, only to return covered in mud and leaves, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

One day, Almas and Crusty ventured out to the nearby meadow. Almas watched as Crusty rolled around in the grass, kicking up clouds of pollen.

Almas sneezed; his voice muffled. "Crusty, you're turning me into a walking sneeze factory!"

Crusty tilted his head, as if to say, "Oops, sorry!" before darting off into the meadow, chasing butterflies.

Almas chuckled and shook his head. "That cub sure knows how to keep us on our toes!"
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ONE EVENING, AS ALMAS sat under a tree with Crusty by his side, he contemplated the wisdom of his furry companion.

"Crusty, sometimes I wonder how you know things without being told. It's like you understand the world in a way we humans can't."

Crusty perked up his ears, his gaze meeting Almas'.

Almas continued; his voice filled with wonder. "You remind me of Ulec. He had a similar way of seeing things, of understanding nature and its secrets."

Crusty let out a soft howl, as if in agreement. Almas smiled and scratched the wolf cub's ears. "I bet you and Ulec talk, Crusty. I bet Ulec uses you to see what we are doing here. Tell Ulec I can't wait till we get a chance to play in the forest again. But for now, let's enjoy our own little adventures."

As the sun set, Almas and Crusty walked back home, their bond growing stronger with each passing day.

As the days went by Almas' siblings had become accustomed to the wolf's presence, unaware of his true origins.

One evening, as the family sat around the hearth, Almas' youngest brother, Giddy, turned to their father with a mischievous grin. "Father, can we go on an adventure in the forest? I want to find a wolf friend like Almas did!"

Almas' father chuckled and exchanged a glance with Almas' mother. "Well, Giddy, wolves are wild creatures. They're not easy to find or befriend. Besides, Almas was lucky to have found Crusty. It's not something that happens every day."

Creetan smirked and nudged Almas. "Yeah, Giddy, you'd better leave the wolf whispering to Almas. I hear he's got a secret language with animals and can call them with just a whistle!"

Almas grinned, playing along. "That's right, Creetan. Just a simple whistle, and they come running. Maybe someday, you'll learn the whistle too."

Giddy's eyes widened, filled with wonder. "Wow, Almas, you're so lucky!"

Almas glanced at Crusty, their silent understanding growing stronger by the day. Yes, he was lucky indeed to have a wolf friend and a secret only shared by a few.
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WITH A SKIP IN HIS step and Crusty bounding alongside him, Almas made his way into Aguerius Forest. It had been some time since their last encounter with Ulec, and Almas was eager to reunite with his elvish friend.

As they ventured deeper into the forest, Almas looked all around before calling out as loud as he could, "Ulec! We're here!"

"Over here," Ulec called back. Almas turned and saw Ulec sitting on a moss-covered rock that he could've sworn had been empty just a second before. Ulec's eyes sparkled with delight as he waved to Almas and Crusty. "Almas! It's wonderful to see you again, my friend. And I see you've brought Crusty with you!"

Crusty wagged his tail, his excitement evident. Ulec reached into his shoulder bag and carefully released Metal, the slimy creature plopping onto the ground and assuming its blob-like form. Crusty approached with curiosity, sniffing the peculiar creature.

Almas grinned. "Metal, this is Crusty, my loyal wolf companion. Crusty, meet Metal, Ulec's slime friend."

Metal jiggled in response, emitting a soft, gurgling sound. Ulec chuckled. "They're going to be fast friends; I can already tell."

As the trio ventured deeper into the forest, Almas noticed a glimmering light dancing through the foliage. "Ulec, do you see that? It looks like a hidden treasure!"

Ulec smiled with mischievous excitement. "A treasure? Let's go investigate!"

Crusty barked eagerly, his tail wagging in agreement. They followed the trail of sparkling lights, their laughter echoing through the forest.

They soon stumbled upon a clearing, where an enchanting waterfall cascaded into a crystal-clear pool. And there, around the pool was a sea of bright flowers their colors mixing giving the appearance of a bed of sparkling gems.

Almas gasped, his eyes widening with wonder. "Ulec, it's even more beautiful than I imagined!"

Ulec grinned mischievously. "Indeed, it's a treasure worth discovering. But remember, true treasures lie not in gold and jewels, but in the simple moments with friends in nature."

Crusty, with his tail brushing against the flowers, seemed to understand, his gaze fixed on Almas and Ulec. They basked in the magic of the moment, cherishing their friendship and the hidden treasure they had uncovered within themselves.

As the afternoon wore on, the sun cast a warm glow upon the forest. Almas, Ulec, Crusty, and Metal reached a tranquil stream, its gentle current inviting them to play.

Ulec's eyes twinkled mischievously. "Almas, Crusty, how about a game that uses my ability to communicate with the animals of the forest? Let's call it the Mind-Link Game!"

Almas gave Ulec an intrigued glance. "How does it work?" Almas asked, his curiosity piqued.

Ulec explained with a grin, "I will close my eyes and connect my mind with a forest creature. Without speaking or making any physical gestures, I'll try to guide the animal to find you. It's your job to stay hidden and see if you can outwit our furry friends!"

Crusty wagged his tail, eager to participate. Almas nodded, excitement bubbling within him. "That sounds amazing! Let's do it!"

Ulec closed his eyes, his brows furrowing in concentration. Slowly, he reached out with his mind, seeking a connection with a forest dweller.

After a moment, Ulec's eyes fluttered open. "I've established a link with a mischievous squirrel named Nutmeg. Prepare yourselves, my friends!"

Almas and Crusty hid behind a cluster of bushes, their hearts racing with anticipation. Ulec focused his thoughts, mentally guiding Nutmeg towards their hiding spot.

Minutes ticked by, filled with suspense. Suddenly, a rustling sound echoed through the forest, drawing closer. Almas and Crusty exchanged glances, trying to suppress their excitement.

Then, with a triumphant chirp, Nutmeg leaped onto the bush, landing right in front of Almas. He burst into laughter, delighted by the squirrel's clever sleuthing.

Ulec clapped his hands in glee. "Well done, Nutmeg! You've found Almas!"

Crusty wagged his tail, barking his approval. Almas stepped forward, patting Nutmeg gently on the head. "You're a brilliant detective, Nutmeg. Thank you for playing with us!"

Ulec beamed with pride. "The forest creatures are incredible allies and friends. We can share adventures and games like this, any game you can think of."

And so, they continued their game, connecting with different forest creatures through Ulec's mind-link. From playful squirrels to wise old owls, the animals of Aguerius Forest joined in the joyous pursuit, making memories that would last a lifetime.

As the day drew to a close, Almas and Ulec sat atop a mossy log, their faithful companions by their side. The sun cast a warm, golden hue upon the forest, bathing everything in a tranquil glow.

Almas sighed, a mix of happiness and longing in his voice. "Ulec, this has been the best day ever. I wish it would never end."

Ulec placed a hand on Almas' shoulder, his voice filled with warmth. "I feel the same, my friend. But remember, the forest will always be here, waiting for our return. And who knows what new adventures await us?"

Crusty nuzzled against Almas, as if in agreement. Metal gurgled softly, its slime quivering with contentment.

Almas smiled, his heart brimming with gratitude. "You're right, Ulec. We'll come back to this magical place, with Crusty and Metal by our side. Until then, we'll carry the memories of today in our hearts."

And with a promise to return, Almas, Ulec, Crusty, and Metal made their way back through the forest, their laughter and whispers blending with the rustle of leaves, creating a harmonious melody that would linger in Aguerius Forest, a testament to the enduring bond of friendship.

Chapter 4
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AS THE SUN CAST ITS warm glow over the Aguerius Estate, Almas and Creetan eagerly mounted their horses, accompanied by their father, High Lord Gidon Aguerius. The air buzzed with anticipation as they prepared to embark on their journey to Jaspen, the capital of the Aguerius Province, where the King of the Yucaipan Kingdom awaited their arrival.

As they trotted away from the estate, Crusty trotting along with them, Almas couldn't help but feel a mischievous spark within him. This journey presented the perfect opportunity to engage in some brotherly rivalry. Not to mention get back at Creetan for all the mean things he did to him, most of which he couldn't remember, but that wasn't important.

On the first day of their journey, as they made their way through lush meadows and winding forest trails, Almas seized every opportunity to pull something off against Creetan. He surreptitiously tied knots in Creetan's saddle straps, causing him to struggle with disentangling them. Almas would stifle his laughter, pretending innocence as Creetan shot him suspicious glances.

But Creetan was not one to be outdone. When they stopped to rest by a babbling brook, Creetan seized the chance to strike back. As Almas took a refreshing drink from his water flask, he spluttered in surprise, realizing Creetan had swapped his flask with one filled with tadpoles in it.

As they continued their journey towards Jaspen, the mischievous rivalry between Almas and Creetan escalated, leaving a trail of laughter and bewildered reactions in their wake.

One sunny afternoon, the travelers found themselves passing through a small village nestled amongst rolling hills. The village buzzed with excitement as news of the High Lord and his sons' arrival spread like wildfire. Villagers lined the streets, waving and cheering as they trotted by, adding to the festive atmosphere.

Almas glanced around, spotting a bucket perched precariously on a rickety wooden beam above the road. A mischievous grin spread across his face as he nudged his horse closer to the beam, positioning himself directly underneath it.

With a swift tug on the reins, Almas feigned a stumble, causing his horse to rear up. Startled, the horse kicked its hooves, jolting the beam and sending the bucket flying through the air. The bucket arced gracefully before landing squarely on Creetan's head, dousing him in a cascade of water.

The onlookers erupted into fits of laughter, their cheers echoing through the village square. Almas struggled to contain his own laughter, his shoulders shaking as he watched Creetan's stunned expression.

Their father, High Lord Gidon Aguerius, raised an eyebrow, his eyes twinkling with amusement. "Boys, I hope you know the villagers will remember this day for a long time."

Almas and Creetan exchanged sheepish glances, their faces turning scarlet as they tried to stifle their laughter. Their father chuckled softly, unable to suppress his own amusement.

The escorts, stoic and composed throughout the journey, finally cracked a smile, their stern expressions giving way to hearty laughter. They had witnessed the mischievous escapades of the two brothers and had become secretly entertained by their antics.

As the laughter subsided, Creetan removed the drenched bucket from his head, his wet hair plastered to his forehead. He looked at Almas, a mischievous glint in his eyes. "Well played, brother," he said with a smile. "But remember, the day is not over yet."

Their pranks continued into the evening when they arrived at the welcoming village of Redbrook. The inn, a cozy retreat adorned with wooden beams and flickering candlelight, provided a warm respite for the travelers.

As they settled into their rooms, Almas' mind buzzed with ideas for the night's prank. With a mischievous glint in his eye, he realized he had the perfect plan.

Under the cover of darkness, Almas tiptoed into Creetan's room. With careful precision, he rearranged Creetan's belongings, leaving them in amusingly disarrayed positions. Shoes were placed atop the bed, while his clothes were arranged in a comical fashion.

Almas stifled his laughter, his heart racing with anticipation for Creetan's reaction. With his mission complete, he stealthily retreated to his own room.

The following morning, Almas awoke with a mix of excitement and curiosity. He couldn't wait to see Creetan's face when he discovered the prank. As they gathered for breakfast, he cast a furtive glance at Creetan, noticing the bewildered expression on his brother's face.

As they mounted their horses, ready to continue their journey, Almas couldn't help but chuckle to himself. He was already plotting the pranks for the day, determined to outwit Creetan once again.

With a mischievous glint in his eye, Almas spurred his horse forward, eager for the day's adventures and the inevitable retaliation from his brother. The prank wars had only just begun, and the journey to Jaspen promised to be filled with laughter and surprises.

The journey to Jaspen continued, and the prank wars between Almas and Creetan showed no signs of slowing down. Their mischievous spirits seemed to infect even their father, High Lord Gidon Aguerius, who found great amusement in their antics.

As they rode through quaint villages and picturesque countryside, the brothers seized every opportunity to outdo each other. Almas carefully placed a frog in Creetan's saddlebag, causing a comical commotion when Creetan discovered the unexpected visitor. In retaliation, Creetan managed to discreetly tie a fake spider to the back of Almas' saddle, resulting in a wild dance as Almas swatted at the imaginary arachnid.

Crusty, the loyal wolf cub, observed the ongoing pranks with curiosity and amusement, occasionally joining in the fun in his own unique way. He playfully nipped at Creetan's boots or hid Almas' belongings, adding a touch of furry mischief to the mix.

As they neared Jaspen, the anticipation grew. The brothers realized that their time for pranks was coming to an end as they approached the solemnity of the capital city. They reluctantly agreed to one final prank as a grand finale before their meeting with the King.

Late in the evening, they arrived at Jaspen, weary but exhilarated from their journey. They sought refuge in a cozy inn, their laughter echoing through the corridors as they settled into their rooms. Almas and Creetan exchanged mischievous glances, knowing this would be their last chance for a prank before the morning.

The inn had a large bath, a luxury they gladly indulged in, but little did they know the misadventure that awaited them.

As the two brothers entered the bath, their playful spirits took hold once again. The large space offered plenty of opportunities for splashing and mischief. Almas couldn't resist dunking Creetan under the water, and in retaliation, Creetan unleashed a cascade of water on Almas. Laughter filled the air as they playfully wrestled and made
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