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1

D A N A I S

Danais woke up on the fourth day to the sound of birds chirping outside his window. In his state of mind, it sounded more like squeaking. The urge to throw a rock was his first thought. He yawned and contemplated getting out of bed. Eventually, good sense won over. It was a day off, and he wasn’t going to waste it away snoring in bed. He walked down the hall to find a note from his uncle on the bath. It stated that there were a few pots of boiling water in the kitchen, so he wouldn’t have to take a cold bath.

He filled the tub with the hot water then went outside to the pump and gradually added cold water till he got it to just the right temperature. It wasn’t that often he had the pleasure of a hot bath, so he relished every minute of it. He grabbed his towel after he was done and dried himself off as he headed back to his room. As he lay naked on his bed, the morning sun was still trying to come through the window. He stared up at his cracked ceiling and couldn’t help but reflect on his misfortune.

Danais was an Atorathian, one of those blessed with a natural, albeit varying, resistance to magician’s spells. However, he was what the magicians would call ‘silent.’ Or more commonly just ‘peasant.’ He didn’t have any of the gifts. It was speculated that Atora requested they be given this power out of his hatred towards the magician who poisoned his mother. But just like other races could be born with no magical qualities, so could his own. He wondered how he’d survived without some accidental poisoning or stray spell doing him in, especially as a normal human.

Atorathians were arguably the best hunters. A skill Danais wished he had more of. He had minor hunting skills, but nothing a mere human couldn’t match. Strategic thinking and combat were arguably some of their better talents. These were gifts from Ronilas, the Goddess of War and Wisdom—yet two more things he didn’t get. He probably could hold his own against another mortal, but against a trained magician he didn’t stand a chance. He had at least acquired the physical attributes of an Atorathian: muscular in proportion to height, not too slim, not too big or overly muscled. An overweight or too-slim Atorathian was usually an immediate giveaway of the ‘silent’ ones.

Finally succumbing to the need to start the day, Danais got out of bed and peered at himself in the mirror he had placed against one of the walls. At least he had the appearance of being normal. At his age, if his shape hadn’t changed, he was bound to keep it. His ears pointed up at the top much like an elf’s, except slightly rounded. The bottoms melded seamlessly into the head in a way that others usually didn’t notice, as Atorathians had no earlobes without really paying attention.

Danais had a habit of doing this, looking at himself in the mirror: just to make sure that at least one physical attribute of his people was still intact. Thin, curved eyebrows, medium rounded nose, perfectly chocolate-brown complexion, full lips, and straight, midnight-black hair, which he kept very close-cut. He even possessed the unarguable Atorathian skill of lovemaking; the only skill no one could connect directly to a god. This skill was so renowned that it garnered as much money in the brothels as that of being a hunter—so much so that Atorathians always demanded top price for the ‘services’ of their travelling troupes during wars over the centuries. 

The silent types, like Danais, were considered peasants, and no matter how good they were, they could not demand high prices. He did, however, seem to make more than a peasant should. He reasoned it was because he had the gift for real, and it was unfortunate he was otherwise a peasant. Danais sighed and prayed that maybe he was the son of a god, and any day he’d wake up with all the gifts of his people and more. But that was every peasant’s dream—certainly not something that was going to happen to him.

Danais took a deep breath, put on some undergarments, three-quarter length slacks, a button-down sleeveless white shirt with a collar, worn outside the pants, and then he took one last look. He smiled in approval. He may be a peasant, but at least he was an attractive one. 

Being an Atorathian peasant was the lowest of lows because the Salinor of today existed only because of Ronilas and her family’s actions. Atorathians shaped the new world, so their peasants were treated lower than all the peasants if only out of spite and jealousy. 

But he refused to let that thought bring him down. He put on his sandals and headed out of the house.

His uncle owned the farm he worked on. His uncle, as far as Danais could tell, was gifted but only average in the efficiency of all Atorathian skills. He had taken Danais in after his parents died. Unfortunately, he could only pay his nephew as a peasant. Favouritism was everywhere, but it had its limits. Treating peasants as favourites wasn’t the same as paying them as such. In a free world, even peasants could revolt, so keeping up appearances was good for business. Otherwise, his uncle had treated him even better than his own children sometimes, Danais thought. His uncle never talked about Danais’ father or mother. Danais’ origins were a complete mystery. He did know that his mother was said to be as beautiful as Ronilas herself. That was a thought that Danais cherished.

His uncle’s oldest child, who was an army general, had trained Danais like he was gifted; teaching him fighting and tracking skills he couldn’t perform even to a small percentage of accuracy. He didn’t understand the purpose of this and was easily frustrated. His obvious negative response to this did nothing to perturb his cousin, though.

He strapped his money bag around his right bicep and hurried to town as fast as he could. Miri, his cousin, was supposed to be visiting today, and he wasn’t looking forward to a training session on his day off. He loved her—but not that much. 

Before he had time to execute his escape plan Danais found himself suddenly cornered against a wall with her practically throwing him into the air grasping him into a hug. He was a little guy, only five foot three—small for any of the provinces in Salinor, not bad considering most Atorathians were around five foot five and probably the only race to all be so close in height.

“So how have you been, little one?” she asked.

“I was doing well when I was breathing,”

His cousin put him down. “You’ve grown a lot since I’ve seen you last. Matured, I guess. You’re still the same height. How long has it been?”

He had to think about that. “Five moon cycles since your last visit.”

“So why are you running away so fast? Trying to avoid another training session?” His cousin accused with a smirk on her face.

“Can’t I just be going for a walk?” Danais replied defiantly. It did nothing to waver her smile.

If the sly look she was giving him meant anything, it was that she was not convinced. “Not at the pace you were moving.” 

“I was just trying to get into town while the morning pastries were still hot.” 

Miri raised her eyebrows. 

Danais refused to admit he was trying to avoid her. He could play this game all morning if he had to.

Miri chuckled. “I see.” 

“Besides I’m a man now. Many moon cycles past my sixteenth name day, my seventeenth even. I have to go do manly things.”

“Like eat pastries?” Miri slightly raised her eyebrow again as she stared down at him. She was part Dani, from the province of Danais, so managed to be a more average height human even though she looked like an Atorathian.

“Yes.”

“Should I ask who she is?”

Danais, although not really going to see someone, had considered meeting someone would be a possibility. This made his avoidance appear much more truthful in his mind. “Bye, Miri. I’ll talk to you when I get back.”

Danais liked the walk down the mountain known as Chibal Way. It was the main road through the mountain. It turned off to many villages in the province, and he passed some of these roads while going down. The mountain wasn’t the highest in the Salinor but most of Atorath was on elevated land, so he was still up high.

The walk down was peaceful, and the farm was partly surrounded by a forest, so the path lead through the woods sometimes. The tall trees and the light shining through the leaves were extremely calming to him. On this walk he could, if only for a moment, forget who he was. Maybe one day he’d travel further into the other side of the mountain and explore the woods more thoroughly.

The town was on the water’s edge of the main city of Atorath. The main street which bordered the shops on the river’s edge was called Londar. The town itself was called Chin. The city was semi-circular with a grid of streets that branched off from the main road, intersecting with the roads coming in from the curved border. The market was a square section of stalls in the centre of town, full of fresh fruits, vegetables, jewellery, clothing, and the like. The bad area, if coming from the water, was a section off to the back right, and located on the circular border of the city. The slums were known as ‘The Burrow,’ and was where most of the town peasants and thieves lived—or, more accurately, hid. Thieves were everywhere where people had money and items to be stolen. The Burrow was merely a place to escape.

Danais didn’t find it to be that bad as he walked through. He could’ve easily avoided the area, but he liked tall buildings. It was not glamorous. There was laundry hanging overhead somehow drying clean, in the smog. Lots of small dark alleys curving among the regular grid of streets, and people shouting and rushing to their jobs late. The Burrow was full of his kind of people, some of whom he worked with on the farm. He spoke to a few as he walked and also had to defend himself from a thief who thought he could steal his money. Nothing too out of the ordinary in this area nor for him. His cousin had trained him well, but he would never admit that.

After defeating him, Danais stole his for good measure and continued to walk on enjoying the light snack. He had a slight bruise on his hand from where he punched the thief and one on his arm from when the thief grabbed him. Neither of these bothered Danais much. He had been in much worse brawls before. 

Soon the streets cleared as things like pubs and barber shops started to appear. At the end of the next block, he made a left onto Licol Road. Like all the other streets, all the streets in Chin had L names.

This particular block was the brothel centre. Both sides of the road looked quite clean and unassuming. However, the signs on the inns were very clear as to what their product was. Usually, there was a scantily clad male or female next to the wooden inn sign, or murals painted on the entrance doors of men or women in obviously sexual situations. It was, Danais thought, rather good art, but he wondered if the artists did other conventional art as well. Surely this type of art was only a means to pay bills and not that profitable, but then again, considering how much money sex workers made, it could be profitable.

He was two blocks away from the main road in an area which held more of the usual town fare: family-owned apartments on top of family-owned inns and so on. The priciest—but not necessarily the best—shops were on the main road. It was the longest street, so they tried to lure in rich clientele and unsuspecting victims before they could get into the market, which usually held the more exciting, harder-to-find items. 

The market in the centre of Chin was strategically designed to lure people into the city so that the money was spread evenly about instead of just one street performing well. A lot of front shop owners owned shops in the market, so it was all a ploy to hopefully get them to go to their own shops. Danais found this type of business dealings interesting. As a peasant, he didn’t own enough to be involved in sales politics. 

The Maltar River surrounded the main city, Leanor, named after the Goddess of Love, forming an island in the middle. Whether the island was in the river, or it became a lake connected to the river was partially undecided, so it didn’t have a separate name and was unofficially a lake. 

Danais had never stepped foot on the island before but had always dreamed of doing so. However, his mind couldn’t dwell on that just yet. He had finally made it to the main road, and directly in front of him, across the street, was his favourite pastry shop. The smell of fresh goodies was overwhelming his thoughts and almost forgot it was a long journey to get here, but it was worth the walk.

The owner of the shop was Garnter. As such it was rightly named Garnter’s Pastries. He was at least still early enough to get a good view on the outside terrace. He enjoyed the view over the harbour and watching the ships come in from the city. Maybe if he were lucky, not too many of the rich would come, and he could sit outside and stare at the water all day. He stepped inside the door, and the bells chimed to signal his entrance. His ears and his nose were delighted.

“Danais! Come, come. You’re late,” Garnter beckoned him to the counter.

“I ran into Miri on the way down,” Danais responded.

“Ah, so have the bruises from her last session healed yet?” Garnter teased.

Danais ignored him. He was too busy eyeing the expensive tarts and cakes and wanted to say, I’ll have that, and that. Oh, and two of those. But he couldn’t afford even half of that. He let out a sigh and was about to place an order when a customer interrupted him.

“Wishing beyond your means, peasant boy. Why don’t you go down the street and buy a bread roll? I’m sure you can afford that with your coins. I didn’t know you allowed such scum in your establishment, Garnter.” 

Danais would’ve said something but arguing with a magician wasn’t wise. Luckily, he didn’t have to.

“The only scum in here right now is you. I won’t have none of that talk in my shop, or you will have to leave,” Garnter told the stranger. The two glared at each other for a moment, and then the magician smiled and got back to reading his books and scrolls.

“Thank you,” Danais said. Even in Atorath it was hard to find good, decent people sometimes.

“Nothing to thank me for. I may make you give up your table sometimes, but I won’t tolerate direct hate speech. Besides, I get a lot of my supplies from your uncle. And my son is—” Danais looked up for more details, but Garnter quickly changed the subject. “So, what will you have?”

“Something boring and inexpensive.” Danais sighed, thinking about how little money he could spare.

“Boring? For you? Never. Not in my shop.”

“He is right, though. I can’t afford anything good.”

“Nonsense. You can do anything you want—gifted or ungifted.” 

Danais smiled. This was part of why he loved coming here. The lies just flowed off Garnter like water.

“I’ve got a fresh pumpkin tart baking just for you. And an extra-large banana nut muffin. Just about ready, with extra cinnamon and brown sugar that you will love.”

“I can’t take that,” Danais objected, but Garnter was already placing them on a wooden tray just for him, with a small glass of spiced milk.

“There you are,” Garnter said, and then scoffed. “Boring? How dare you even use that word in my shop? Especially when ‘you’ are in the same sentence as the word.” Garnter made sure to emphasise the word “you” and smile.

“And how did you have this ready at the exact moment I arrived?” Danais asked coyly.

“Well, a magician friend of mine hazarded a guess at the time you’d be here. He was a little off, but all this talk made it just right,” Garnter replied rather matter-of-factly.

“That’s cheating.”

“Me... cheat? I’m offended at the thought.” 

The faux offence was hard to not find amusing. Danais laughed. Garnter was a much-needed pick-me-up after all the moping he had done in the morning. “Thanks.”

“Just run along. I have paying customers to deal with. And if you tell your uncle I gave you free food, I’ll tell him about the extra milk you snuck me when I ran out last week. I’m not taking your money.”

“Garnter.”

“Let me rephrase: If you don’t take that food for free, I will tell your uncle about the milk.”

“That’s blackmail.” Danais faked shock, but he could tell by the look Garnter gave him that it wasn’t received well.

“I’m doing it out of love. Now go before I give you more food.”

Danais smiled to himself and went outside on the deck and chose a nice table by the rail. He loved to look at the boats—all kinds, from rowboats to tall ships with sails. There was even a battleship heading toward the outflow of the lake. The river curved off before a waterfall and, after a slow decline, met with itself again and even further down met with the outflow of a much higher waterfall close to the farm up in the mountain. Danais pondered being a noble in Atorath, or maybe a soldier—all the things he could be if he were not silent. He had wasted away the better half of his life dreaming of how prominent he would be had fate smiled down on him.

Danais stared for over an hour, mostly at the tall ships usually privately owned by people with money. He’d acquired a certain Atorathian pride, even though he was ungifted. Some Atorathians seemed to think they were better than magicians simply because they were Atorathians and the peace of Salinor had originated there. All countries had associated a sort of pride or prejudice directly related to their skills over the years, but this Atorathian pride was the most frowned upon—ironically enough, for the same reasons the pride existed in the first place. Even so, sometimes Danais couldn’t help wanting to be a part of that world. The world of the gifted.

“You have a nice voice,” someone said.

Danais was in the middle of an Atorathian folk tune and hadn’t realised he was singing loud enough to be heard. He stood quickly when he realised it was a magician.

“I’m sorry, sir. Would you like to sit at this table?”

“I’m just fine at mine. Admiring your singing.”

“Thank you, sir. You are most kind,” Danais replied with a bow. 

“Still, I would like to join you. May I?”

Danais was weary of Magicians’ kindness, primarily because he was a peasant, and it could just be a mean jest. Then there was the fact that one couldn’t tell if a magician was working for the Tyrant. A kind invitation could turn into unwanted enslavement for a peasant. Even magicians could be forced to align with the Tyrant if they weren’t cautious enough. But he was a peasant. There was a certain protocol. He couldn’t say no, no matter how much the demand seemed like a question.

“Don’t be alarmed. I assure you that I mean you no harm. I only want to talk.”

“Yes, sir.” Danais prayed a silent prayer to Miron, the God of Good Fortune, and hoped that his instincts would prove correct.

The Magician sat at the table and offered Danais some wine. It was the expensive kind, with a name Danais couldn’t pronounce. This magician let him drink freely and didn’t ask or try to persuade him to do anything. He wasn’t working for the Tyrant, Danais thought. He wasn’t a man-lover seeking sexual favours, and he wasn’t trying to hire Danais to do some sort of job. Who was he? And why so generous?

“Well, it seems you’ve drunk the whole bottle. I’ll have to order another. So, tell me about yourself, young man.”

“Danais. Danais Tomal de Nera of Atorath.” He introduced himself in the typical greeting: first name, title, sub-province, then main province.

“Ah. So, you are originally from this sub-province of Nera?” the magician asked.

“Yes.”

“And you are not a mixed breed?”

“No. I am full-blood Atorathian.”

“And silent, or just weak-gifted?”

“Definitely silent. I’m just unlucky.”

The magician poured Danais another glass before continuing.

“Some say that the climb up the mountain was a tale, a legend forged because Atorath was the only province without its own god to worship. They needed a story. The poisoning was a sham and only a rumour. That the gods were always gods and never mortals.”

“Jealous. Morons. It is all true. Why believe in the gods and not the story? Why respect Ronilas Goddess of War and Wisdom and neglect her mortal beginnings? To deny that would be to deny the War of the Beginning.”

“Really?” the magician said with a sly yet inquiring smile.

Danais was very passionate about being an Atorathian, as most Atorathians were.

“Yes. The real reason is they refuse to believe a god would love a mortal, or that Leanor would marry Atora while he was still mortal, and that she would choose Atorath to have her main temple built. In Nera the main Province of Atorath. They refuse to give us any more importance in history, so it serves their purposes to make everyone always a god.” 

“So, let’s hear more about you then,” the magician suggested with a smile, moving on to another topic almost too deliberately.

“Parents died when I was young.” Danais thought he probably shouldn’t have said that, but the wine had him lowing his inhibitions and he continued inspite of this. Live with my uncle. Work on his farm. He grows some of the best fruits and vegetables, and he runs a small milk business as well. Spices and herbs. Certainly not the best in all Salinor, but the best this side of Atorath. Only the Richies can afford to import the best food from everywhere, and still, even they don’t always do it.” Richie was a slum term for the nobles—an insult really, and something the peasants used commonly. “Peasants like me don’t get to sample that type of fruit or meat.”

“Your age?”

“Seventeen. Only a few moon cycles from my eighteenth name-day.” 

“And the singing?”

“They say my mother had an enchanting voice. Well, my uncle says. And even though we are, arguably, said to be the most beautiful people in Salinor, my mother was said to have the beauty of Ronilas’ gift to Salinor.”

“Now that is a high honour,” the magician offered. “It is said that when Ronilas offered the dress to Salinor, she was smitten by it. It was a shimmering blue with a sheer, flowing, top layer that always seemed to ripple like the ocean in the slightest breeze. It was laced across the chest, with a bluish-purple likeness of Salinor’s own Phoenix on the front. So captivating was this dress that even she, the mother of all, could not keep her eyes off it. She decreed that anything beautiful beyond explanation should be expressed in the way you described your mother’s beauty. I have an artwork by Polin that garnered the same praise.”

“You own a Polin?” 

Polin was by far the best artist of any art form alive in Salinor. Danais stared open-mouthed. He’d never met anyone who could afford her work.

“Your mother sounds like someone to be proud of especially as it seems she left you her vocal talents.”

“Thank you, sir. I know nothing of my father. Do you believe the Atorathian legends?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then why did you toy with me?” Danais demanded in a soft tone.

“Just curious about your conviction.”

“Oh,” Danais replied with a nod, sipping from his he-wasn’t-even sure-the-number drink. 

“Have you been to the city before?” the magician inquired.

“No. My uncle always took his children but never me.” Danais seemed to drift off as if he were remembering something, but a voice brought him out of his trance. “Did you say something?”

“My son’s twenty-eighth is on this seventh day. I would like you to sing at his celebration.”

“Tara’s teeth! You’re pulling my leg,” Danais exclaimed, and then immediately realised his mistake. Calling the Goddess of the Underworld’s name was common and foul language. However, it wasn’t used much in front of strangers and definitely not people of extremely high rank unless they were good friends. His present situation fit all the wrong criteria. “I apologise for using the horned-tailed goddess’ name in your presence.” He said a quick prayer to the earth, wind, and stars before continuing. “It’s the wine, I don’t have a problem holding my drink but,” Danais trailed off and looked to the ground. 

The magician laughed heartily.

“You did what any man in your position would’ve done. And I was pouring the drinks. I should be the blame. Now about my offer?”

“I work on the seventh day. And it would be wrong for me to ask for payment after you’ve treated me to wine. However, I’m not in the position to pass up money...” Danais offered.

“Don’t you worry about that. Just answer the question.”

“I’ll have to talk to my uncle. I am a man. But a man under his roof.”

“You just tell him that Lord Vardon has invited you. And tell him I’ll kill him if he says no.” He smiled, letting Danais know the threat wasn’t sincere.

“Vardon? The Lord Vardon?” Danais facial expression was that of shock. “Or just one of the family?” 

“I am. It was nice meeting you, Danais Tomal de Nera of Atorath.” 

That was the last he said before buying one more bottle of wine and having it delivered to the farm. 

Danais left the pastry shop for a walk and ended up being chased by young magicians who knew he was silent. They tried to stone him but had bad aim allowing him to quickly doge them by hiding in a pottery shop.

“Thanks,” Danais said meekly to the shop owner, who had allowed him shelter from the stoning.

“You should hurt the little minions next time,” the shop owner said to Danais.

“I don’t hurt people smaller than me,” Danais responded with a sigh.

“Just get on out of here. I’ve got clay to mould,” the shop owner said with a smile, and Danais left. 

A few shops down, he came upon a glass shop called Jovi’s—the best in town—on Liath Street. Danais thought that whoever officially named the streets got out of hand with the letter L. Thankfully, as far as he knew, the other towns in Nera and the other provinces of Atorath did not fall to the same fate, either out of protest or the fact that they just changed all the original names, which equated to the same thing.

“Mr. Jovi? Are you in?” Danais asked as he walked in. Jovi wouldn’t leave the shop open unattended, but it was only natural for Danais to call out.

“Is that young Danais?” Jovi asked as he came out from the back. “What brings you here?”

“I need something made. A plate infused with blue, black, and purple. And semi-transparent.”

“That will be pricey,” Jovi responded with a note of concern. 

“I’ll get the money. You know I’m good for it,” Danais responded almost desperately.

“Who’s it for?”

Danais wasn’t about to tell him unless he swore not to repeat it. “Swear on Jantu the Goddess of Truth and Promises.” 

“I swear on Jantu I won’t tell a soul. Or the person holding the soul either.”

Danais sighed to stop from laughing. Then he said directly, “The son of a Vardon.”

“Really? Now, that is impressive. For that, I’ll do it for free.”

“Jovi—” Danais tried to reject the offer, but Jovi held up his hand to silence him.

“I insist. Good for business when a magician family such as that is gifted something of mine. Sales will rise. I’ll make back in quick time what you won’t pay me.”

“I will pay you.” Danais was going to try to put up a stronger argument, but Jovi was forcing him out of the shop while pretending to not hear him.

“And why do you smell of expensive drink that I know you can’t afford?”

That final statement was more than enough to stop Danais from fighting and to leave more quickly.

“You’re not answering me, child!” Jovi shouted as Danais ran, but Danais had no intentions of trying to explain it and continued to run on.
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L E O

Leo woke up to find himself in a very comfortable position. Across his chest lay a red-haired beauty. She was from his home province, Mironi, named after Miron the God of Good Fortune. The Mironians were known as builders. Their magical talents allowed them to be exceptional at carving stone and wood, but mostly for building purposes. When it came to magical stones of the provinces, they were by far the best at moulding them—some stones only the Mironians could mould. Leo, being a Mironian himself, wasn’t really concerned with that at the moment.

He was more concerned with the woman, the feel of her nipple, and the fullness of her breast on top of his left side. He leant down and inhaled the scent of her hair. It smelled of sweet flower oil; a scent that almost matched the body oil she used, which sent his mind reminiscing about the previous night. The sun shining through the window reflected off the yellow stone walls, giving an otherworldly hue to the room. As she woke, she opened her eyes and let out a seductive chuckle at her first vision.

“It would appear that you have not had your fill. Alas, I have buildings to build,” she purred.

“You toy with me. Suppose I just decide to take it,” Leo said as he rolled on top of her.

“I knew you were no gentleman from the moment I laid eyes on you. It would not surprise me.” Her playful tone betrayed her words.

“That cuts deep,” Leo said with a sigh, feigning hurt and putting his hand across his heart for emphasis.

“Besides, I’ll scream.”

“After all the noise you made last night, I doubt they’ll know the difference.”

The girl sighed and said, “It wasn’t that amazing.” She emphasised “that” to downplay the “amazing.”

“Is that so?” An accusatory smile formed on Leo’s face.

“We didn’t even commit any indecent acts.” 

“Since you’ve clearly had better, I should be allowed the opportunity to prove myself. It’s only fair, after all.”

“You drive a hard bargain, sir,” the girl said with a slight chuckle. 

“And you drive me insane with pleasure.”

“Enough talk about driving; now drive yourself in me. That is a command.” 

And Leo willingly obeyed the command of the woman. 

If there was one thing he was glad about, it was that men and women were equals on a sexual plane, so there was no fuss, like in the old days, over marrying every woman a man bedded—and the women didn’t have to stress over being belittled for enjoying sexual pleasures.

––––––––
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“Looks like you had a good time last night. And you're almost late for morning break,” Leo’s sister, Adwina, announced as he entered the kitchen. She was reading a book and got right back into it after commenting.

“I saw the Atorathian you brought home last night. I wasn’t the only one,” Leo retorted with false venom.

“Must you walk around with no shirt on? I don’t need to see the evidence of your night. Is there any part on you not marked?” his sister asked with obviously fake disdain.

“She wanted to dominate me. I let her. Besides, you know you like it, sister,”

“I have other brothers more suitable for incest,” she said as casually as if she had said something mundane like, “The sky is blue today.” Leo just shrugged at that comment. 

“I might head into the market.” Leo thought a change of topic was in order.

“The Leanor Temple Market?” 

“No. I’m going mainland. Nera.”

“Ah. It is one of my favourite markets.”

“Really?”

Adwina ignored the amusement in Leo’s tone and continued. “Yes. We’ve travelled a lot, but I must admit I do like it. Very much. Especially the pastry shop. Garnter’s is the best around the realm in my opinion.”

Leo agreed, but he had another issue to press. “So, it has nothing to do with you soon being married to his eldest son? The soldier? And does he know you fuck other Atorathians besides him?”

“You know if anyone is free minded in the areas of intercourse, it’s the Atorathians. Hell, they invented the art of fucking, some will say. Furthermore, we’ve even—” Adwina stopped short. Leo had an idea of what she might say. For all his sexual adventures there were some things Leo had yet to broach. Mostly just a mental block. There were hardly any real indecent acts left. It just sounded much more fun to still call them that. “You should get cleaned up. You smell of sex, and you don’t want to miss the boat,” she added with a sigh.

“I don’t mind riding with the peasants.”

“What you mean is that some are more than moderately attractive, and you, unlike some magicians, aren’t opposed to bedding the ungifted,” she said and continued to read the book she had without giving him a glance.

“Sometimes I think you know me just a little too well,” he said as he went off to the bath. 

The bathing pool was large enough to fit ten people. It was heated with the best fire stones and had running water—by far one of the better inventions made by a peasant. He added flower petals and spices and oils to the water. A special magical blend designed for a calming effect. He eased into the tub, and let the warmth and steam soothe away all anxiety, or so he thought.

“Tara’s teeth. Can’t I even bathe in peace, sister?” he said as his sister got into the water.

“There is room enough for three of us each. And my name is Adwina. Not ‘sister.’”

“But you are my little sister...?”

Adwina scoffed. “You are adopted. And I’m older than you. So do I have to ask for a back rub?”

Leo smiled as she turned and handed him a bath sponge over her shoulder. “Why can’t you just say you want to fuck? It would be so much easier.”

“It’s not like we haven’t already. Just pay attention to the task at hand and scrub.”

“Is it really incest, seeing as I’m adopted?”

“By law, but not by definition. It still feels like you’re my brother in the sense of family, though.”

Leo had no comment for that. He just removed himself from the bath. He didn’t have time to enjoy it and had only set it up so nicely for her purposes. Even though he pretended not to want her there.

Once in his room, he thought about what she said. He was an orphan of sorts, found in the Dahli, more commonly known as The Forests of Children in Keldon. Gino, a servant and then later his tutor, discovered him.  Gino gave him all the knowledge he had and was excellent in all forms of combat and strategic warfare. He was one of the best companions a wealthy magician child could have. Gino left him, or more specifically stopped tutoring, Leo when he became a man at the age of sixteen.

Magician orphans had it hard. They were usually born to peasants who couldn’t afford magical schooling. Having magic and no training meant more harm to the children; they could destroy themselves from the inside out and die from lack of control. Ultimately though, their powers ended up being blocked, which was the worst thing that could happen.

Leo was one of the fortunate ones, and as he stared at himself in the mirror, he counted himself blessed by the gods. As an orphan, he always pondered who his parents might have been. He could make some assumptions based only on his appearance. He was significantly larger than six feet in height and had the build of a Keldonian from the province of Keldon, named after the Goddess of Fertility, Keld, which had the largest grouping of mountains in Salinor. The Keldonians were muscular, both male and female, in comparison to other humans. Leo escaped their normally overly muscled appearance. He attributed this to his skin tone.

Leo had golden, almost tanned, skin that was predominant in Mironi. The Mironians usually had golden or tan skin tones, sometimes as dark as cinnamon and or olive, but never darker. Based on these two things, his height and skin tone, he could hazard a guess that he was part Mironian and part Keldonian. The Keldonians were cream skinned with a tinge of blue in their pigment, and he much preferred his present skin tone. He did, however, have the white hair most Keldonian mixes had, with the fiery red highlights of the Mironians. He wasn’t at all pleased with this combination, but as a mixed-race it was always a surprise how the child would come out. All in all, he was pleased aesthetically with his parentage.

Leo sometimes wondered if maybe his parents were soldiers lost in battle or just peasants who couldn’t afford him. Both ideas appealed to him. One meant that his parents were noble, and he was just unfortunately lost, a casualty of war. The other kept the tradition of hoping that a child would be one of the lucky ones to get picked up in the forest.

But then there was a third thought: maybe he was just unloved. Leo mentally scolded himself for thinking this. He started off staring at himself admiring his good fortune at being adopted and ended up here, as always. Leo couldn’t understand how, with all the wonderful things his life had brought him, this thought always had more power. Still pondering, he pulled on some casual slacks, a light white shirt, and sandals, then headed out the door, shoving his sudden depression to the back of his mind.

He marvelled at the beauty of the city. All the provinces had a colour of magic stone endemic to it. Although each stone was spread out through its respective sub-provinces, they varied in amount; it was in the main city that the stone was most prevalent which was how the main cities were chosen. It didn’t have much to do with a central location, so some happened to be a little off from central. Here in the city of Leanor, the stone was yellow. It was the hardest of all the stones to manage. Without the magical talents of the builders, the island city may never have existed.

Lots of Atorathians and the wealthy lined the streets. Yellow dirt roads lined buildings that were a mix of wood, glass, and yellow stone. The fact that the buildings used a variety of materials helped to break up the overwhelming power of the yellow. The city glowed. It was as if the radiance of the gods lifted from the ground and buildings like magical dust particles farther into the sky. Even the people seemed to glow. Leo was glad to call it home for the last few years of his life.

As he crossed Leanor’s temple on the farthest road, on the western side of the city, called Lental, Leo had to force himself not to stop and go in. Just the gate itself was a work of art, and the builder in him couldn’t help but marvel at it. The redwood doors stretched a hundred feet into the sky. They were heavy enough that ten men had to pull each door to open them. The globes the size of a man with a frieze of the realm of Salinor etched into the yellowed, tall, square, pillars encasing the door. A phoenix carved out of the blue stone of Keldon Perched on each stone.

The broccoli-shaped tree of Salinor was engraved on each door and was said to be the tree in the heart of her garden in the mountain of the Gods. This was the symbol of all the realm. Legend said Leanor was birthed under this tree. The leaves of the carving were like icicles: round and heavy at the top and smoothing out to a point, layered on top of each other to form an intricate depth. The branches and trunk were even more intricately designed, carved as single vines, with the effect of full at first glance. If done correctly, this layering made the entire tree look like it rose off the wood instead of carved into the wood.

Leo sighed, said a quick prayer, and moved on. Once he finally made it to the dock, he found his friend, Barton, waiting for him with an accusatory glare. Barton wasn’t a full builder, either. He didn’t have the slim physique builders had. Leo assumed Barton was probably shaped as such because he was part Dani. Purple highlights streaked through his fiery hair, and this was what Leo used as evidence for his claim. He always thought it odd that Mironians were the slimmest of all Salinor when they did the most heavy lifting, but he wasn’t the master of creation, so it didn’t really need to make sense, he reasoned. 

“What took you so long?” Barton inquired.

“I was busy,” Leo retorted.

“Ah, with the girl from last night? Well, we builders are the best,” Barton said with a chuckle as they walked onto the ship.

“She was okay. I’ve had taller.” This was more a crack on Barton than the girl.

“That is something a tall man would say. At least I’m a full-breed. Who knows what you are?”

Leo could not take this seriously when it was obviously a lie. “More of that talk and I’ll throw you off the ship!” he joked.

“Sure, and crush me with your oversized hands! All just empty threats.” Barton didn’t bother to hide his amusement as he snickered behind his hand.

“You laugh, my friend, but one day my words may speak truth.”

“I’ll believe that when I splash into the sea.” He paused for a moment. “My sister still writes about you, you know.”

“Barton—” Leo cautioned as he leant on the edge of the ship looking out into the water.

“I know. But I promised to tell you, so I must. What do you do to these women?”

“Maybe I have the Atorathian touch?” Leo said with a coy smile. 

Barton laughed hard at that. “I doubt even you are that skilled.” 

Leo just shrugged and stared out to sea as Barton meandered away. The other boats and the smell of the ocean contributed to one hour of uninterrupted bliss for Leo. He could stay on the sea forever.

“In a trance already? Why not marry the sea and dive in? Be done with it,” Barton announced upon his return.

“Must you always interrupt my peace?”

“Serenity is for weaklings.”

Leo forced himself to sigh with disapproval. He couldn’t laugh at all of Barton’s jokes. Too much ego-stroking might go to his head. 

“And for the record, your tallness doesn’t make me short,” Barton explained. “I’m almost six feet. Being as tall as the tallest Keldonian doesn’t mean good average height people are short.”

“If you say so, small man. Ale for morning break?” 

Barton ignored Leo’s protest because he knew he’d drink it. Leo decided not to press the issue and took it.

“It happened again this morning, didn’t it?” Barton said, knowing his friend had a depressive bout.

Leo hated and loved that Barton knew him so well. “Yes. I was thinking about my parents.” 

“And?”

“I don’t know. I try. I try hard; I do. But—” Leo took a gulp of ale before continuing. “Don’t you understand? How could you? You know who your parents are. You couldn’t understand the overwhelming need to know you were wanted. To hope that you were just lost, or the family simply couldn’t afford you. I just want to know.”

Barton looked at his best friend and didn’t know what to do—or, more accurately, he knew what he wanted to do but couldn’t. He did understand Leo’s insecurity of feeling unloved was what ate him up. Anything else would be acceptable. But the one thing Barton could say to help Leo was also the one thing he absolutely couldn’t say. He was beginning to wonder if he was out of lies to tell. He had to do something. What could he say?

Barton sighed, resigned, knowing this could come back to haunt him. He offered the only thing he thought he could say: “There isn’t much I can say. I’m not even supposed to reveal that I can’t say anything, let alone actually say something. I’ll tell you this though. I’m older than you think.”

Leo’s head snapped up from staring into his drink in silence. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m older than you think. Mug.” Barton said reaching for the empty mug. “Give me your mug. I’ll get us more drink.” 

Leo handed him the mug and Barton walked away.

Older than I think? Leo thought. What could that mean? And why tell me now, after almost twelve years of friendship? And if he’s older than I think he is, he may not even be who he says he is. What other lies could he be telling me? Or, more accurately, what is he trying not to tell me about himself? Maybe there’s something about me I can’t know, something I have to figure out on my own or will be revealed in its own time? Maybe I’m not crazy for thinking there’s more to me. This is probably Barton’s way of telling me there’s more to know without actually telling me anything. I guess beating myself up over it has finally gotten to him. If there’s anything I know about Barton that is true, it’s that he hates to see others feel hurt. 

Leo’s confused thought process halted when Barton returned.

“Don’t think too hard. You might drop the mug I just shoved at you,” Barton said.

“Thanks.”

“For the ale?” 

Leo had to laugh at the genuineness of the response. It was no wonder he was good at keeping secrets for all these years. For his part, Leo wasn’t going to press for more information.

“Yes. For the ale.”

“That’s what friends are for.”

“To get them drunk when they’re depressed?” Leo said, chuckling before taking a swig.

“Um... yeah.” 

Leo smiled as Barton went on talking but didn’t hear much. His eye and mind had drifted toward something he saw at one of the shops. It was only but a moment, seeing as what caught his eye was finishing off a drink and left shortly after Leo had spied the person. Barton’s timing was right on cue. The person was leaving just as he commented on Leo’s lack of attention.

“Tara’s teeth. You’ve ignored me again. What could have been that beautiful that you ignored me so long?” Barton asked with mild frustration.

“What?” Leo was genuinely shocked by the comment.

“What were you spying on in that shop?” Barton demanded.

“Nothing that’s still there...”

“Must’ve been spectacular. You’ve ignored me before, but to block me out entirely—”

“The boat will be docking soon. Let’s head to plank,” Leo interrupted. 

“Ah, so I am right, Toma.” 

Leo pushed past his friend. He wasn’t going to allow Barton the chance to embarrass him. Leo was often referred to as a Toma, after Toman, the God of Passing or Death. He was the one you had to go through before getting into the underworld. A minor god, but a god just the same. He wove his sexual web through the humans and gods and was the brother of Salinor, Goddess of All. Using people for their bodies wasn’t an entirely terrible thing if it was consensual, Leo thought; the only problem was that once smitten, an endless pool of jokes would follow to remind him of how he used to be and still is. Leo wasn’t prepared to admit he had another beauty in mind just yet. Especially since that someone was a stranger. Leo’s older brothers and friends never stopped joking about how he had been tamed after he fell head over heels for his last wife. Their relationships lasted barely two years, so he really wasn’t in the mood to go through all of that again.
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