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CONTENT NOTES

THIS BOOK HAS THE FOLLOWING CONTENT WHICH MAY BE DISTURBING TO SOME READERS
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A NOTE ON THE UNITS OF TIME  AND OTHER MATTERS

Smaller units of time are measured as follows:

 

A line would be equivalent to a moment.

A note would equal a seventy lines.

A piece is approximately eighty lines.

 

 

A week has seven days in it.

 

Brightday

Darkday

Lightday

Nightday

Starday

Moonday

Sunday

 

In this book, I have used the singular they as a singular noun. So, when they refers to a person instead of a group of people, you may see usages like they was, they is etc. This is intentional and not a mistake. 
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PROLOGUE
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THE WIND CREAKED through the branches and the grass crunched underfoot as Belfin walked through the forest. It was a fine morning, and this early, there was no one about, which he liked. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t like his fellow wizards; he just liked having time to himself. There was the scent of herbs in the air, and Belfin smiled as he hurried towards the herb garden. They planted it in the woods rather than in the village since the medicinal herbs grew better there, closer to nature as it were. Feirin would have something to say about it, something about old magic and plants, but such things often went over Belfin’s head.

He knew plants and their uses, and he knew enough about magic to use it for what he wanted. The magic of the wizards was not the same as that of the Cailern. The Cailern were made of magic, according to Feirin, but it was also connected to their lands and their queen. Wizards were born with magic, but it was separate from them. Belfin had no idea how all of that worked and he didn’t need to know.

Thinking of the Cailern reminded him of the war and the thought cast a pall over the day. It was hard to accept that the Halvard and Cailern were actually fighting right now, that a war was happening in their world despite how peaceful it was here, in their little corner. Their Head had decreed that the wizards would remain neutral and even after her passing and Feirin taking charge—a change neither the Halvard nor the Cailern had been informed of yet—things hadn’t changed.

So lost in his thoughts was he that the words he heard took some time to penetrate. It came from behind him, and the voice carried desperation and some stirrings of age old wisdom, causing Belfin to turn around.

“Help me,” the woman repeated as Belfin’s eyes met hers.

Not a woman. A Cailern, regal and beautiful, and so obviously pregnant. Belfin’s mouth fell open in a gape as he stared at her. The frosty blue eyes and the fiery red hair was hard to mistake for anyone but a Cailern, but it wasn’t the presence of a pregnant Cailern that caused him to be stunned into speechlessness. 

It was the presence of this particular woman. His eyes moved to the circlet that still adorned her hair, to the pointed ears that all Cailern had, that the Halvard too did, to the flowing gown of autumnal colours that she wore, to the barely masked desperation in her eyes, the exhaustion that shadowed them. Anxiety clawed at him. 

How was he even supposed to address her? Belfin had never dealt with royalty before. 

“Your Grace,” he said, as steadily as he could, his hand gripping his staff hard as he faced her. “What can I do to help you?”

“My water has broken,” she said, still managing to stay on her feet. A combination of magic and sheer force of will, he guessed. “I cannot go to my people... I cannot risk them finding out... You have to help me...”

“With the delivery?” he asked, to be clear. 

While dealing with her kind, it was always better to be specific. This was not a mess he wanted any part of, but he was bound too. 

 “Yes, and also... Also to keep the child hidden from my kind... They can never know of her! Promise me!”

The last words were uttered with such majesty and power that a lesser man would have flinched and bowed, but the wizard stood his ground, regarding her calmly and steadily though his heart was hammering. He did not doubt his ability to help with the delivery. It wouldn’t be the first time he would be helping bring a life to the world, but he was not so foolish as to make her the promise she required. It was not within his power to grant that request. 

“I make no promises,” he said. “I shall help with the delivery once I obtain the concurrence of our Head.”

A faint smile appeared on her lips. “I think he would make no objection, wizard.”

He didn’t think so either. After all, they were sworn to help anyone as far as it was within their powers. Feirin might be new to the post of Head Wizard, but he was old in years and had been assisting the previous Head for a while. 

Belfin might wish that this didn’t fall on him, but it had. He might not be as powerful or as good as most of his brethren, but he was competent enough for this. To lead this woman to Feirin, and to assist her with the delivery if needed. 

“Follow me,” he said. 

He knew better than to offer his assistance. It wouldn’t be welcome or accepted. He couldn’t help but gaze sideways to where the herbs that he had come to collect were. He sighed softly. He would have to come tomorrow for them. They worked best when picked early morning. He mourned the sleep he had lost for nothing.

She didn’t stumble as she kept abreast of him. This wasn’t a route known to many outside the Wizards and that she was here pointed to a familiarity that gave Belfin some consternation. Why would the Cailern Queen know this path? This area of the forest? How did she reach here, in the state she was in?

As the first roofs of the village came into view, Belfin was beginning to wonder if he should have been so precipitate in offering help. The streets were empty, the sun not having risen yet, but the sky was light and smoke was coming up the chimney of Feirin’s house which stood at the beginning of the village. 

He had refused to move into the Head’s abode, insisting that he was fine in his own house. Which was lucky since she didn’t look like she could hold on any longer.

Belfin helped her up the steps, uncaring if it offended her, all his concern for the state she was in, the pain that contorted her face. 

How was she even able to walk in this state?

Feirin’s front door was closed and Belfin rapped his knuckles on it as he supported Queen Sylvania fully. Her breaths were coming out in gasps now, and Belfin wanted to cast a spell to open the door. Before he could give in to that impulse, the door opened, and Feirin stood framed on the doorway, his eyes widening as he took in Belfin and his charge.

“Bring her inside, quick,” he said, moving aside, and letting Belfin all but carry her across the threshold. Feirin swept clean his table with a wave of his hand and Belfin lay her down on it. 

The couch on the corner near the fireplace looked inviting, and Belfin’s legs had started to ache from the trek, from the standing around, from having to carry Sylvania. He pretended he was all right, because it wasn’t as bad as some days when he was still an apprentice. He was training under a healer, after all, and he should get used to being on his feet more. The fire burning in the hearth made the room warm after the slight chill of the morning air.

The smell of herbs and spices wafted in from the kitchen, and Belfin’s stomach rumbled. Feirin gave him a small smile.

“Hungry already?”

Belfin’s face warmed as he smiled at his leader. “Forgot to have dinner yesterday,” he said. “And then had to get up early today.”

Feirin smiled at that, and the kindness in his eyes made Belfin feel like an apprentice again. 

“Feirin,” Sylvania’s whisper made them look at her. She was grimacing, her hands clenched on her dress, but her eyes were fierce. “You have to help me.”

Feirin looked at her, and Belfin had a feeling the man knew more than he showed. 

“Belfin,” he said. “Go and bring Falor here. Quick.”

Belfin nodded before hurrying out. He was glad to be out of the room, away from whatever secrets he might be called on to keep. 

He couldn’t help his own worry as he walked to Falor’s door. There could be serious implications to this if it got out. The last thing they wanted was a complication due to their unexpected visitor’s predicament. The wizards had always preferred to stay neutral in the conflicts between other races, and he for one didn’t want to be embroiled in it. 

Falor was not in the healer’s hut, but the astringent smell coming from the back led Belfin there where there was a shed. Falor was inside, brewing a potion, and judging from the smell, it was something for infections. Belfin wrinkled his nose before clearing his throat.

“Back already?” Falor asked, not looking at him, all his attention on the potion. “Did you get the herbs?”

“There was a complication,” Belfin said. “Feirin wants you, and we have to take the birthing chair.”

Falor raised his eyes and turned his head, his gaze sharp and brows furrowed. He looked at the potion, pressed his lips together before holding his hands above it, lips moving silently. A stasis charm that would keep the potion as it was right now till Falor removed the spell.

“Bring any supplies you think we may need,” he instructed. “I’ll bring the chair.”

As he gathered the necessary supplies, Belfin had to wonder why Queen Sylvania was here, and why so much secrecy. He wished that nothing would happen to embroil them in the conflict between the Cailern and the Halvard.


ONE
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SEIDOR WATCHED THE children at play, a slight frown on their face. They had cast the bones twice and both times it had shown them the same thing. They debated whether to go to Chief Leymon with it. The Chief had no patience with omens or prophecies, not even when the Seer was as experienced as Seidor. No matter that Seidor had been his father’s friend who had watched him grow up, who remembered the boy that Leymon had been.

The house was cold, the fire in the hearth only embers for a while and Seidor didn’t want to stoke it back to life. There was plenty of wood near the fireplace, something that they had to thank Leymon for since Seidor was too old to get firewood. They was too old for most things, but Leymon made sure their house was warm, that they had food and water, that they had medicines for their ailments, that someone would come and clean their house every day.

Those gestures reassured Seidor that the boy they once knew still lived inside the hard man Leymon had become.

They could trace the changes in Leymon to the war. The war that his father had started and which Leymon had wanted to prevent, that he had begged Seidor to prevent. Seidor had turned him down, knowing that it had to happen. Though they still didn’t fully know why. 

Being a Seer was not easy. Being the only Seer in the world was even more difficult. Especially since they couldn’t see everything. Back then, they had known the war was necessary, had Seen the tragedies that would have been wrought without it, but now–

This vision–

It was the same as then only clearer now, which indicated that the war had nothing to do with it. That this was going to happen, with or without that war.

So, why did he have to advise Feitor to wage war? When this was still waiting?

Their hands gripped the pouch containing the bones. How could they keep this from Leymon? But what if Leymon refused to believe them? They could cast the bones again for Leymon, but would that make any difference? After all, no one in the Halvard council knew how to read the bones. 

It is more than just the bones.

Again, it made no difference. No one knew how to read the omens in the stars either. They was the Seer of the Halvard, the only one who saw what was coming. There was a time, when Leymon’s father had been the Chief, when Seidor’s Sight had helped avoid bloodshed and destruction more than once. But that was before their Sight had led to a war, and they had lost Leymon’s trust. 

No one, least of all Leymon, needed their visions of doom and destruction now.

Except, this was no ordinary omen. As with all such signs, this was ambiguous and had parts which were hidden from them, but between the bones and the stars, they had a very good idea of what it ultimately meant. If they was right, this was something that went beyond even their vast experience. It was more than just the Halvard who would be impacted. 

Buried history would have to come to light. Secrets would be revealed that no one wanted to know. The three races would have to work together. Perhaps, even the fourth of the magical races would be involved. 

Seidor wasn’t sure if they would be believed. But they knew this was too big for them to keep to themself. 

They had to convince Leymon of it.

Leymon was a good leader. Seidor had no doubt about it. In spite of all their help with omens and visions, the war had brought the Halvard to the brink of destruction. When Feitor fell to a stray arrow, it was expected that the Halvard were doomed, likely to go to their inevitable end in a blaze of glory. 

But Leymon had turned the tides of the war, used tactics never been heard of before. There had no longer been any open warfare, but Cailern had found their settlements set on fire covertly, their food stores destroyed, and their children abducted. In desperation, they had sought a truce, and to everyone’s surprise, Leymon had agreed to it. 

That had been five years ago, and Seidor had been needed and heeded to less and less till finally they had stopped attending the council meetings. In the absence of war, the Halvard had flourished as never before, but the bones, Seidor’s Sight, and the stars showed that nothing could be taken for granted.

The end is coming.

And it was up to them, the decrepit and disrespected Seer to convince the Chief of it, and to do what they can to avert it. 

Seidor rose to their feet with difficulty, holding on to the wall while they waited for the dizziness to pass. It happened more and more often of late, this dizziness whenever they rose from the bed or a chair. They was old, and their time was drawing to a close. But they still had a purpose, didn’t they? Before they died, they had to convince Leymon of the truth of this vision. 

They reached for the staff that was leaned against the wall near the door. It was difficult to walk without support these days. With shaking hands, they opened the door and stepped out, careful not to trip on the steps. They had done that once last year and had broken a leg which still ached when they walked.

Closing the door behind him, they started walking, avoiding the children playing on the street and taking the shorter route through the market. It was busier as well but went straight to the main road that led to the council house. Their joints pained and creaked when they walked, as if their limbs could no longer support even this frail frame. They had heartburn and wheezing and at times their whole body was overcome with exhaustion even if they hadn’t been doing anything strenuous. 

The sounds of the market washed over them, flashes of colours through the corners of his eyes, appetising aromas wafting towards them, shouts by vendors and others as they haggled and yelled. But Seidor paid no attention to any of those. They walked slowly, eyes on the road, the staff that he needed to support their body making slight clipping noises on the paving stones. People stepped out of the way for them, not staring openly, but Seidor felt the tension radiating off them. 

I’m just the relic of a bygone era.

The thought saddened them, but they did not allow it to slow down their steps or to pay attention to those around them. Soon, they was on the road leading to the council house, and they slowed down their steps to catch his breath.

I’m too old even for a short walk.

Seidor made their way up the steps of the council house, the guards springing aside to let them in. A servant came running, but Seidor waved the boy aside. They had no time to partake of refreshments or even to rest. They paused at the large double doors to the council chamber, nostalgia clutching them in its welcome yet painful grip. The doors were flung open by a guard who intoned,

“The Seer of the Halvard, Seidor.”

They was aware of the silence in the council chamber as they made their way across the room, their shuffling footsteps and the thunking sound made by his staff too loud. 

With difficulty they bowed. “Chief Leymon. My greetings.”

A chair was brought to them, and they sat down, grateful to rest their legs and back.

“Seer Seidor.” Leymon’s voice was neutral. “What brings you here today?”

“I have received an omen from the bones and the stars,” Seidor said. “I came with a warning, Chief Leymon. The end is coming!”

Someone snorted. 

“Nonsense!” A voice spoke from the left, a young man with dark green eyes that were now flashing in anger. “The Seer wishes to feel important again and invents a story of doom!”

“Enough, Heisir,” Leymon said, steel in his voice. “Seidor had been my father’s most trusted advisor and their visions had never proved false.” Amazement and elation filled Seidor’s heart at the softly spoken words. “What did you see, Seidor?”

“Blood in the bones, destruction in the stars.” Seidor paused. “The Shades of Spring shall awaken with the Death of Summer, the Tree of Life shall split in two, the Crown of Roses shall fall, and the Heart of the Halvard shall fail.”

“The Crown of Roses, the Shades of Spring.” Leymon sounded thoughtful. “Those refer to Cailern.”

Seidor nodded. “It may be that we will destroy each other as we came close to doing once.” They coughed, unable to speak, for a moment.

“It may be,” Leymon said thoughtfully. “Have you any advice on how to avert this?”

“The wizards–” Seidor started to say, but another fit of coughing overcame them before they could speak anything more. They was struggling for breath. 

The wizards! They’ll be able to help. No one else now!

The clamour of the other Seers was loud in their ears, in their mind. 

You have to tell him! Don’t falter now! He has to go to the wizards! 

Seidor struggled to speak the words, to tell Leymon, but their vision was darkening, and their throat was closing. The sound of shouts, hands on them, something held to their lips.

“The... wizards...” 

Did the words come out? They couldn’t tell. Seidor saw and heard no more.

 


TWO
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BELFIN STRAIGHTENED FROM the potion he was stirring as he felt it in the air: a surge of power, raw and primal. It crackled in the atmosphere for an instant before disappearing. He frowned, staring at the yellow liquid in the pot that was turning to amber slowly. What was that magic? Had he imagined it? It was like nothing he had ever felt before. 

Belfin cast a freezing charm on the potion, took off his apron, hung it on a peg on the wall, and made his way out of the room. Everything looked quiet, as if no one had noticed anything. 

He walked around the infirmary and on to the road. He had to meet Feirin. There was something odd about all this.

Feirin was watering his plants when Belfin reached his house. It brought a frown to the younger wizard’s face. 

“Anything you need, Belfin?” Feirin asked, as he plucked a weed out of the ground with magic. 

“Didn’t you feel it?” Belfin blurted out.

“I did,” Feirin said softly. “You won’t be the first person to come to me with this, but remember the oath you swore, Belfin.”

“I’m not likely to forget it,” Belfin said, confused. Why was Feirin bringing that up now? “But... What was it?”

 “The power of a Seer,” Feirin said quietly. “Seidor must have passed on, and their power needed a new home.”

Belfin sucked in a breath. “Havish or Elania?” he asked. 

It had to be. There was no other explanation, and the true import of his oath of secrecy was only now becoming apparent.  

“The power of the Seer always seeks boys,” Feirin said. “No one has been able to explain why that is.”

“But then-” Belfin started.

“Be very mindful of the words you are about to utter,” Feirin said, rasing his eyes to Belfin’s, gaze sharp. “Remember the oath you swore.”

Belfin bowed his head, swallowing. 

“He will need help.” He paused. “The Halvard will come for him. Even if they don’t care for Seers as they used to, they won’t let him stay here.”

“If they come, he shall go with them.”

Belfin stared at Feirin. 

“What if he doesn’t want to go? He’s one of us. You can’t just let them–” His voice trailed off at the stern glance from his leader.

“The power inside him belongs to the Halvard.” Feirin’s voice was quiet, yet audible. “Seidor was the Seer of the Halvard. It doesn’t matter what Havish may or may not want or what we may or may not want. If they come and claim him, he will have to go with them.”

“And Elania?”

Feirin gave him a look of frustration, but Belfin stood his ground. Feirin sighed. 

“We cannot make a decision regarding her. She is free to stay with us, but we cannot demand that she be taken with Havish.”

“But they’re twins!”

No one separated twins. It was just not done. Even separating normal siblings was considered an offence against nature, and separating twins was the worst possible offence. 

“I’m aware, and I will plead with Leymon to take her as well, but I cannot compel him, Belfin. The Halvard will not welcome or accept someone with magic into their midst.”

Belfin didn’t like it. The magic of the Halvard was different from all other magic in that it blessed only one person at a time and that too only with the power of prophecy. The Halvard were naturally magic resistant which was why the war between them and the Cailern had gone on as long as it had and was so disastrous for both sides. 

That was all over now and had been for years, but Belfin was no fool. He didn’t think the Halvard had been sitting on their arses and getting fat. They were warriors, and they wouldn’t be going soft even if they had no enemies. 

After all, they all still had the duty that was entrusted to all of the magical races in this world. To keep this world a secret from the humans, to protect their own, to keep safe the magic that gave them life. 

Belfin had been to the human world only once in his life, but he had been overwhelmed by everything he had seen there. It was far too dangerous a world, and the humans had weapons against which no amount of magic might prevail. To keep themselves hidden was the sensible choice. After all, whenever magic had been revealed to the humans, it had been met either by derision or by hatred. 

The Halvard might not hate magic, but they didn’t trust it either. Especially since the last war. For Elania to go with them wouldn’t be a practical choice. 

In spite of all that, he feared for Elania. The child was quieter than others her age, Havish her only companion. It was difficult to believe they were twins, so different were they, even in appearance. Elania was small and slender, almost wraithlike, and while it could be hoped that she would change as she grew older, Belfin doubted it. Havish was large for his age and sturdy. His features were as well defined and delicate as his sister’s, and his eyes were a deep cerulean as opposed to the forest green of Elania’s. His jaw was squarer and his face more of an oval than the heart shaped face of his sister. His nose was aquiline whereas hers was almost snub. His lips were thicker and fuller, but both had wide eyes fringed with thick lashes and thick eyebrows. They both had pointed ears as well, but then that was something shared by both the Cailern and the Halvard. His hair was white like those of the Halvard while Elania’s was a deep fiery red like that of the Cailern. 

“Is it right to separate them?” Belfin asked again, hearing the desperation in his own voice and hating it. 

“It is not in our hands,” Feirin said, looking weary for a brief moment.

Belfin’s mouth was dry. He knew it was not in their hands, but they could persuade, couldn’t they? Would the Halvard reject it if the Head of the Wizards were to demand it? Havish and Elania both had fiery tempers that could only be calmed by the other. It would only be beneficial for both to be together. 

“Leymon would listen to you,” Belfin said finally.

“I’m aware,” Feirin said, his shoulders slumping. “But would it be the right choice for Elania? To be among people who would treat her like an aberration? Who might be unkind?”

Every word made sense, but Belfin felt in his bones that separating Elania from her twin could be the unkindest thing anyone could do to her. 

“They’re too young,” he said. “Havish would need training if he’s to be of any use to the Halvard.”

“He will train as all Seers in Halvard has done,” Feirin said, his tone sharp now. “It is not in our hands, Belfin. I suggest you let it go.”

There was a note of warning in his voice and Belfin felt his heart begin to race. It would not be wise to push any further. Feirin was not an equal. He was their Head and he had made his decision. Belfin bowed.

“I beg your forgiveness,” he said. 

Feirin turned his attention back to his plants. He waved a hand and a small cloud formed over the plants, and rain started falling. 

Belfin suppressed a sigh as he made his way to where he knew Elania and Havish would be. The two were not the only children in the playground, but none of the others were going to be taken away from the only family they knew. If he could only be certain Elania wouldn’t be left behind, he could be easy in his mind.

Havish was as usual, playing with other children. But Elania was sitting by herself on a fallen log, conjuring roses out of thin air, and using her magic to weave them into a crown, the shape of which was extremely familiar to Belfin.

The crown that had caused a war. 

Belfin felt his breath punch out of his chest along with his whispered exclamation. “The crown of roses!” 

The crown of the Cailern Queen, created for the first of their line by the then Halvard Chief, a symbol of unity between the two races. Till Feitor had used it as a pretext for waging a war. 

Elania was immersed in what she was doing and paid no attention to him, red roses blooming in front of her in the air. 


THREE
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LEYMON WATCHED THE fire die down, the last of the flames flickering feebly. The stench of burning flesh had been gone for a while now, or perhaps his nose had become habituated to it. Seidor’s pyre had taken ages to burn. 

These cliffs had been the graveyard to the Halvard throughout ages. The place was clearly demarcated and no one but Halvard was allowed here. The cliffs fell away sharply to a valley of forests beyond, and the only path here was guarded day and night.

Not many were here today, despite how important the Seer was to the Halvard. Seidor had never been popular and the Halvard didn’t believe in showing up just because it was expected. There were traditions they clung to and would die for, but they still had freedom regarding most things. 

The Halvard Seer is gone. Long live the Seer. 

Because the Halvard Seer was never truly gone. All their knowledge, their power, their magic passed on to another Halvard, a child, a boy. Leymon would have to find him, and usually, it wasn’t something that would take them outside the Halvard lands. But Seidor had clearly wanted them to go to the wizards’ village. It had never happened that someone not a Halvard became a Seer, but perhaps this time would be an exception.

A breeze blew strands of hair to his face and he swept them back. His hair had grown again, reaching almost down to his back. He had shorn it once, but once he became Chief, he had no choice. 

“We have to find his successor,” Sykis said from next to him, as unflappable as ever, her serenity blanketing him in calmness as well. 

She was among the few who had attended Seidor’s funeral, staying with him as he lit the pyre and waited with him till the fire burned out. But it was done now, and he had duties remaining. 

“I know,” he said. 

Magic resistant as the Halvard were, Seers were necessary to them. Leymon might have ignored Seidor, but that wasn’t out of any anger or contempt for the old Seer, but rather because he had other things in mind. His father had brought them to the brink of extinction and managing to finally bring the war to an end had cost his people. He had been busy with rebuilding, with protecting their farms and hunting grounds, arranging for guards in the posts that had fallen vacant during the war.

Seidor’s last warning sat heavy on his mind. What the Seers saw was vague very often, and from what Seidor said, it seemed as if the Cailern were going to fall, taking the Halvard down with them.

The Cailern.

He suppressed all the other feelings the words evoked in him, forcing cold practicality to the fore. Should he warn them? They had been enemies once, but not for years now. As powerful in magic as the Cailern were, the gift of foresight was something granted only to the Halvard. Neither the wizards nor the Cailern had it. 

And yet, Seidor had directed him to the wizards with their last breath. 

Leymon sighed. He would have to go to the wizards’ village. Once he had loved going there, to meet Feirin, but this wouldn’t be like the other times. This was different. Leymon didn’t know what Seidor’s prophecy meant, but the old Seer had sounded frightened, and that was reason enough to take it seriously.

After all, Seidor had lived for so long that they had seen more than enough of their share of crises and calamities, and yet, like Sykis, they had always been unflappable. 

Anything that frightened them had to be serious. Leymon hoped Feirin would have some answers. 

“Where do we start?” Sykis asked, her pale green eyes sharp as they rested on his, white wisps of hair coming out of the thick braid she had tied her hair in. 

“Seidor wanted us to go to the wizards,” he said, his eyes moving to the dying embers of the pyre. “We have to start from there.”

She nodded. “Can’t think you’d be too eager to take this to Feirin. More serious than drinking to forget a broken heart.”

She was among the few people who dared to talk to him that way, and he treasured her all the more for it. In his position, it was rare to have someone before whom he didn’t have to pretend.

“Feirin would prefer this, I think,” he said, a half smile on his face. “As long as he doesn’t ask me to get married.”

“When did he?” Sykis asked, brows raised. “I thought that was the old Head.”

“Feirin hasn’t, not yet,” Leymon said. “I hope he won’t. I would hate to stop visiting him.” 

Sykis shook her head, a grave look on her face. 

“You can’t avoid your duties forever, Leymon. You have to marry someday.”

“I can name someone else as my successor,” he said, knowing how impossible it was even as he spoke. 

The Halvard were steeped in tradition, and it was not easy to shake them off. But the fact was Leymon wasn’t ready to commit himself to anyone. 

“You know that won’t work,” she said. “Now, if you were not interested in women, that would have been enough, but we all know you swing both ways.”

“Why can’t I choose someone?” he muttered. “Why must it be the choice of the Head Wizard?”

She laughed. “Show me the girl who you think you can tolerate, and I’ll stand by your side and hold our entire people at sword point if need be.”

“I hate you,” he said.

She laughed again but her eyes were soft and serious. “As your friend, I shouldn’t be saying this, but I’m also your advisor.” She stepped closer to him, dropping her voice. “Let her go. You’re never going to have her. You have to marry, and... An arranged marriage might suit you best under the circumstances.”

“Under the circumstances,” he said, his throat tight, his fists clenching. 

Her eyes softened with sympathy. 

“I know your heart is given to Sylvania,” she said gently. “But you know how impossible it is. She belongs to another now.” Sykis paused. “She had no second thoughts about letting you go and accepting Bresson. Perhaps you should do the same.”

“Perhaps I’m not as fickle as she is,” he said, turning away from her. 

He knew how hopeless it was; hadn’t he known even then? Yet, he had allowed himself to hope. Even now, when that hope was no more, he could not bring himself to forget. He couldn’t put it behind him, no matter what anyone said. It didn’t matter that it had been years. Some things were just not within his control, and this was one of them.

“I wish I knew what to say,” Sykis said sadly. 

He turned to give her a smile. 

“It’s not your fault I was a fool, that I still am... I don’t really blame her either... Sometimes, tradition is a stronger shackle than anything, and duty is a heavy weight for the ones born into responsibilities of their people.” He shook his head as she opened her mouth. “I know my duty, but how can I do it, Sykis? How can I do that to another person?”

She sighed. “You were always too good.” Her mouth held a wry smile though her eyes were sad. “I wish that damn Cailern had had the courage to defy tradition and choose you.”

“So do I,” he said. 

He would have done it, and no matter how much he might understand Sylvania, he couldn’t bring himself to forgive her. If he didn’t know how Ameril had pressured her, literally blackmailed her, he might even have suspected her of breaking his heart deliberately. But he knew just how much of a choice she had.

I would have protected her, defied the whole world.

But that was then. Before his father’s death. Now, he could not afford to do anything that might cause harm to his people. 

Besides, Leymon hadn’t been there, and he had no idea what pressures Sylvania had been under. He was the one who had left first, but he had promised to come back and she had said she would wait. He had trusted that promise. 

Even now, he hoped there was something he didn’t know, some explanation for why she hadn’t waited. Something other than the obvious blackmail by Ameril.

Because Sylvania was the Queen, and she could have withstood that pressure had she been determined. 

“Let’s hope the wizards won’t bring up your marriage,” Sykis said. “Especially since we’re not going on a social visit.”

“We weren’t on a social visit when the last Head did it,” he said. “I wasn’t even the Chief back then. Besides, the wizards hold themselves to be the custodians of our world, and they would do everything they can to keep us safe and hidden from the humans. They believe that keeping to our traditions is one way of doing it.”

For all that, Feirin was his friend, more, his mentor, almost a father to him. Leymon didn’t think Feirin was going to be so heartless as to demand this duty of him. 

Besides, the human world wasn’t all bad. 

“It isn’t their responsibility alone,” Sykis said, sighing. “But you’re right. They do think it.” Her eyes had a faraway look now. “Why do you think they are so insistent that we should stay away from humans?”

Leymon shrugged. He had been to the human world, but it was an experience he hadn’t told anyone about. He had seen the danger posed by humans, but he had also seen the beauty of that world. He even had a friend there, which too, was a secret buried in his heart. Not even his closest friends here knew of his time with the humans. 

While it wasn’t expressly forbidden, the wizards were the only ones who ever went to the human world openly. For all his ambivalent feelings about them, he had trusted them and their judgement on this. Till his experiences taught him otherwise.

Garth would probably agree with him as well. Without him, Leymon would have been completely lost in that world. 

Still, he was curious about the wizards’ reasons. He had meant to ask Feirin, but something or the other always came up. 

“Let’s ask them when we go there,” he said. 


FOUR
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SYLVANIA STOOD BY the practice arena where young Cailern trained. She was in a simple tunic and pants, her sword buckled behind her back. Ever since the disastrous war against the Halvard and their defeat, she and Bresson had resolved to train their people more. 

Her eyes found Bresson’s, and she smiled at him, loving how his hard face softened as he smiled back. Bresson had changed since the war, no longer the carefree young man that he had been once. His father’s and best friend’s deaths during the war had left their mark on him.
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