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    A breeze blew Lizabeth's hair free of the last remnants of an elaborate hairstyle and let it cascade over her shoulders like a cascade of water with a fallow hue. Her lungs filled with the intense scents of Summer.




    "I'll tell him tomorrow! " murmured the princess, contemplating the reflections the moon drew from the dark leaves of the magnolias. She sat down on a bench, but got up almost immediately, unable to remain still. The court doctor had recommended rest, but that evening she did not feel like obeying his orders: after all, there was nothing wrong in wanting to fully enjoy such an important moment in life.




    "My lady..."




    The one who had spoken behind him was a page of about twelve years old, slender as a bird. He came out of a side entrance to the palace and stood on the edge of the garden, stamping his feet in the dirt.




    Lizabeth smiled. "Good evening."




    The little boy replied in a hushed voice, not taking his eyes off the ground. "Forgive the intrusion, but I must relay a message."




    "You don't have to apologize, you're just doing your duty. What's your name?"




    "Kian, my lady."




    "It's a beautiful name. Short and harmonious, just as a man's should be. Now, Kian, would you like to relay your message to me?"




    The page gathered all his courage and said: "The prince apologizes for the delay. He will join you within an hour at most! ».




    "I understand," Lizabeth replied. She gave him a sweet look, embellished with a slight smile. "I thank you, Kian. You may go now."




    Without asking twice, the page slipped away and disappeared beyond the small door from which he had emerged moments before.




    The princess felt a shiver. The dress left her shoulders uncovered and was too light for that time of day, but such was her excitement that she had neglected to change that afternoon. If Lady Kharel had learned of that lightness, she would have surely given her a lecture!




    That thought brought a faint smile to her face. Despite her discomfort, she had no intention of going back to her rooms alone. She approached the edge of the garden at a point where the low wall, as it lowered, offered a superb view of the city of Heptagonia.




    Enraptured by the contemplation of the turreted outlines of the town, Lizabeth had not noticed a rhinoceros beetle appearing among the clods of earth, swaying towards her like a cart full of goods. When she saw it, the animal had already reached the boundary wall and seemed intent on climbing up it.




    "And you, where are you off to?" she giggled. Ever since she was a child, she had been used to addressing animals as naturally as she approached people, according to the principles of an ancient cult practiced by her mother, Queen Milabris.




    The large insect, after reaching the top of the wall, opened wide its leathery elytra revealing a pair of strong membranous wings, crossed by thin dark veins. It soared with a cumbersome movement that gradually gained confidence and soon became whirling. After describing a wide semicircle in the air, it disappeared beyond the terracing floating like a fatuous fire.




    Lizabeth followed the smaller and smaller dot until she lost sight of it. For a moment she felt a deep envy for the absolute freedom of that creature.




    A gust of freezing air came up the garden wall and hit her full in the face, forcing her to step back. Dragged by the rushing currents of high altitude, a cloud front was gathering to the southeast, above the mountain line. It was too early to hear the roar of thunder, but lightning was already tinting the sky. In all likelihood it would rain during the night.




    An unmistakable noise shook her from her thoughts. As soon as she recognized the slender figure of Aheànder, a wide smile lit up her face.




    "I missed you like air," she said, diving into his arms.




    "You too!"




    They kissed for a long time. The prince's face was veiled by fatigue, yet the lights of the lamps drew from his eyes a cerulean glow full of vitality.




    "I'm sorry for making you dine alone again this evening," the young man murmured, "I promise you tomorrow..."




    She shushed him by placing her index finger on his lips.




    "Don't make promises you know you can't keep. You are the crown prince, and in less than a year you will be king! Your duties come before everything else. Rather tell me, is there any news?"




    The young man caught a tremor in his voice. "You're freezing to death! We'd better get back."




    "Please, let's stay here a little longer!"




    "All right," Aheànder made, and so saying he slipped off his tunic, "but let me at least cover you with this. You don't want to catch an illness!"




    He pointed to a bench hidden by the foliage of a willow tree. "Come, let us sit there."




    They remained silent for a few minutes. The glow of the still distant storm filtered through the canopies of the trees. Somewhere, not too far away, an owl hooted.




    "I just don't get it. The guards searched the countryside from top to bottom. Rupert went to a lot of trouble, you know how much he wanted to catch the killers. »




    "You didn't find them?"




    "No, unfortunately. Those two disappeared into thin air. »




    Lizabeth did not reply. She merely rested her head on her husband's shoulder, who resumed speaking after rubbing his eyes. "You can't imagine how much I wanted to capture them..." He interrupted suddenly. "Forgive me, I didn't mean to upset you. I'm a fool..."




    Lizabeth caressed his face. "We're married, your problems are my problems. Besides, I can tell just by looking at your face that something's wrong."




    The prince nodded. "The thing is, this story reeks of witchcraft a mile away! Too many people have died under mysterious, in some cases grotesque, circumstances..."




    "I so wish the war had never existed. Life is already so short even when things are going well..."




    "So do I. Just like I wish my dad was still alive. He'd know what to do."




    "I'm sure when the time is right you'll know too."




    The young man smiled. "You're so sweet to me."




    They remained embraced without adding anything else, just listening to the sounds of the night. The air had cooled, aggravated by the wind that beat the branches of the willows and tore the petals off the roses, scattering them in the air like a swarm of moths. Some cackling crows flew over the garden and disappeared beyond the profile of the palace.




    "I'd like to go back in now," said Lizabeth.




    Aheànder helped her to get up from the bench. Holding hands, they headed for the edge of the garden, while a distant roar announced the arrival of the storm.


  




  

    I




     




    MURDERERS




     




     




     




    "Damn it!" shouted Djonah.




    The dried-up body of the old merchant looked as if it were about to fly off the caisson at any moment. Cursing, he grabbed onto the reins and clutched them with his bony hands.




    "Where was I, Daryl? All these jolts made me lose my train of thought..."




    The companion, a stolid-looking young man, stroked his smooth chin "You were telling me about the city of Chrysocolla, master."




    A flicker lit up the man's dark eyes. "Ah, yes! Yes, well, as I was saying, the story goes that after a series of devastating defeats, the last legions of dark elves still able to fight had entrenched themselves around the capital of their kingdom, ready to resist at any cost..."




    "But how had they gotten so bad? Weren't they the strongest of the elves?"




    "You're in on this too?" muttered the old man. "Isn't this lousy road, all potholes and stones, enough to interrupt me all the time? Just shut up and let me go on! »




    Daryl made himself small. "Forgive me master, I will say no more."




    Djonah whipped the horses and remained silent for a while, as if he wanted to teach the boy a lesson. When he was satisfied, he started talking again.




    "Of course they were the strongest. And the cruelest, too! But it was their superiority that ruined them. In fact, trusting in it, their generals, blinded by presumption, pushed themselves to engage in battle against a coalition of Sylvanians and Pelasgians that outnumbered them at least ten times over. Ten times, do you understand what that means?"




    Daryl frowned.




    The old man sighed. "Try to think, and I can already tell I'm asking a lot of you, that each of your fingers is a big, fat behemoth like you. Good. Now imagine having to face them all at once, alone. Do you understand the concept now?"




    "Yes, master."




    "Now, the invaders' troops were already preparing for the siege of Chrysocolla, when an unexpected event happened, capable of turning the tide of the conflict. No one knows how, but the wizards of the dark elves had managed to summon the spirit of an ancient demon. Daar-Amot, the tree of blood, the devastator..."




    Excited by those words, the young man forgot the reprimands he had just received and lifted himself up on his arms, leaning toward the old man. "Tell me about him, please!"




    "Well, what can I say," sneered the old man, "a colossal being, taller than a keep and possessed of boundless strength. It was said to be able to rout whole armies by the power of its claws..."




    Engrossed in the story, Djonah didn't realize he was lagging behind the rest of the caravan, which was already crossing the bridge in front of the city's ramparts. He spat on the ground and extended an arm, describing a circle in the air.




    "In short, thanks to his intervention, the dark elves defeated the army of the attackers and saved Crisocolla from a certain destiny. Not only that, but they resumed their expansion, scoring one victory after another until they threatened the very borders of the sacred lands, the heart of the Sylvanian kingdom..."




    A new jolt of the wagon interrupted him. The old man contracted into a grimace of suffering and burst into a sequence of expletives. "This is not a journey, it is an agony..."




    "Were the sylvan elves defeated?" asked Daryl, not at all disturbed by the constant gasps.




    Djonah glared at him. "No, by the gods, of course not!" he replied, then added, with less enthusiasm: "Just as he had appeared, Daar-Amot just as mysteriously disappeared without a trace. From one moment to the next! A truly inexplicable fact: until the night before he stood among the ranks of his allies, and the next morning... poof! He was no longer there".




    The apprentice stiffened. "And how did it turn out? Please master, don't keep me in suspense!"




    "It turned out the only way possible!" snorted the old man. "The Black Elves suffered a disastrous defeat on the slopes of Mount Kamalhan, which has been known ever since as the Mountain of Purple, in memory of the color of the water in the streams where the bodies of the slaughtered warriors accumulated. The land was so poisoned by the blood of the vanquished that not even weeds sprouted there for years!"




    Daryl shook his head, a dazed expression painted on his face. He cast an absentminded glance toward the dark outlines of the hills that overlapped beyond the dense forest scrub. "Unbelievable..." he murmured, "I really would have liked to have witnessed that battle..."




    "You're an idiot!" the old man attacked him, glaring at him with small dark eyes. "No one would have liked to be there that day. Least of all a good-for-nothing bum like you. What would you know about war? Even the bravest soldiers pretended to be dead, hiding under the bodies of their comrades to escape the massacre! And you wanted to be there! But don't make me laugh..." He spat on the ground, then added, "There's nothing good about war. It stops trade and empties the granaries. And most of all it kills the buyers! Anyway, enough talking, we've lost ground and night will soon fall. I want to get to town before the gates are closed, I'm just missing being forced to sleep out here with you!"




    Djonah turned on the horses, forcing them to increase their pace. The horseman made an effort to light an oil lantern.




    The road, after having skirted a series of cultivated fields, described a slight curve and plunged into a thick scrub of oaks, proceeding slightly downhill. In the distance, a row of flickering lights defined the outline of the city walls.




    "Master! There's something in the middle of the road!" yelled Daryl suddenly.




    "I'll be damned!" the old man added. With a violent tug at the reins he arrested the wagon.




    Leaning the lamp forward, Daryl illuminated a pair of muddy boots. "You'd think it was a man...he looks dead."




    "What's that behemoth doing there?"




    "Maybe he got hit by a wagon," observed the shop steward, and made to dismount.




    Djonah grabbed him by the breeches. "Stay where you are, you fool. Don't you know this could be a trap?"




    "But..."




    "Shut up!" squeaked the old man, exasperated. "We need to get out of here, now!"




    So saying, he lifted the reins and whipped the horses with a nervous gesture. The animals snorted, then, moving sideways, crossed the side of the road to make a slight detour around the body lying on the ground.




    Daryl, who knew his master too well to object, remained silent, absorbed in his thoughts. He lifted a hand to shake off some branches that were hanging from the canopy of the woods and were about to hit him in the face.




    The wagon was about to return to the roadway, when the man lying on the ground jumped up with a snap and, picking up a sharp stone, wedged it between the spokes of the wheel, blocking the sliding. The body jolted, forcing the two occupants to cling to the handles to keep their balance. Suddenly a pair of arms appeared out of nowhere and grabbed the boy, dragged him down from the wagon. His cry was swallowed up by the undergrowth. The lamp, slipping from his grasp, scattered a blaze of liquid light across the ground. "Daryl!"




    With a quick gesture Djonah pulled a stiletto from his tunic, but before he could realize what was happening, a huge hand tightened around his neck.




    It was a matter of an instant. A stream of vivid blood spurted from a long wound, the edges of which opened just below the old man's chin, and flooded the surface of the caisson. The man who had hit him dragged him to the ground and pushed his agonized body, still in violent spasms, over the edge of the road, sending him tumbling down the slope.




    Almost at the same moment, his accomplice emerged from the undergrowth. Tall and slender like all dark elves, he was distinguished by the unusual brown tinge of his hair, which was tied in a braid behind his back. His spacious forehead was dominated by a tattoo depicting the skeleton of an oak tree.




    The two assassins exchanged a nod, then the man who had attacked Djonah, a giant with gray eyes and tawny hair, mounted the box grinning.




    "Apparently we've become merchants, Elladan."




    The companion climbed into the wagon in turn and sat beside him. He pointed to the flickering lights that littered the night. "If you'll allow, Devon, I'll take the reins. »




    The man nodded, "Go ahead. But get rid of the dagger, and most importantly, get rid of that ridiculous scar you're wearing on your head before everyone knows a dark elf is coming into town."




    After giving him a glare, the elf threw the bloody weapon into the bushes. Then he tore a strip of cloth from the cloth over the wagon and with an awkward gesture tied it around his forehead. "There. Are you satisfied now?"




    "Very well," said the companion, "in this guise, you look like one of your sylvan cousins."




    Elladan grabbed the reins without retort. The horses rode again, as the last glimmers of the oil lamp faded on the blood-soaked ground.




     




     




    ***




     




    The square where the market of Great Summer was held was the largest in Heptagonia. Most of the buildings were occupied by the elegant seats of the guilds, but there were also the stores of the most famous craftsmen. Bands of brats ran at breakneck speed between the market stalls, leaving behind a trail of ruined artifacts. Beggars besieged the corners of the streets, while carriages loaded and unloaded non-stop ladies wrapped in sumptuous clothes, cunning-looking merchants and simple onlookers.




    "Damn it, it's going to rain," Elladan said, casting a grim look at the sky.




    "So what?" retorted Devon.




    "Nothing, nothing," huffed the elf, "but if it didn't rain I'd be happier..."




    "You better get used to it, you know what I'm talking about."




    Elladan stepped back, disgusted by his companion's acrid breath, not bothering to dissimulate his disgust. "I know that if it were up to you..."




    "We'd be breathing water!" interrupted Devon, bursting into a phlegmy laugh. "If I had the power to bend time to my will, that's the way it would go, you can be sure of that!"




    "Well, fortunately you don't have it! Only Sjbil can..."




    The companion shot him a dirty look. "I advise you to be careful what you say. You shouldn't pronounce certain names lightly..."




    The elf bit his tongue. "Let's get this over with Devon. I spoke out of turn and I promise it won't happen again. Rather, what are we doing here?"




    A grin was painted on the man's square face. "Follow me."




    They walked through the crowd, immersing themselves in the human tide that thronged the stalls overflowing with goods. A cool breeze scattered the pungent aromas of the spices, diluting some of the stench coming from the latrine drains. Elladan used his height to seek relief, rising above most heads. The only thing that repulsed him more than rainwater was the bodily effluvia of humans.




    Finally Devon stopped in front of a banquet occupied by a young gypsy woman. The woman wore a scarlet robe over which a golden bodice, cinched at the waist by an intricate weave of laces, revealed more than it concealed. On her tanned face, framed by a thick hair of raven curls, shone subtle and cunning eyes. As soon as he met the energetic man's gaze, he put down the deck of cards he was fiddling with and gave him a slight reverence.




    "Good morning, sirs. Would you like to know your future?"




    "The future is steel and blood," Devon replied, crossing his arms over his chest.




    "I see," she made, then added, "And where does the blood flow?"




    "On the World of Men."




    Elladan, who remained a few steps behind, noticed that before replying, the woman had cast an almost imperceptible glance all around her, as if to make sure no one was listening. Their gazes met for a moment, then the gypsy woman focused on Devon.




    "Since you already know what awaits you, all I have to do is pick a card for you and wish you good luck."




    After saying those words, he took the deck back into his hand. With a measured gesture he extracted one and, keeping his face downwards, handed it to his interlocutor, who made it disappear into a pocket of his jacket.




    "I thank you," Devon said, stepping away from the counter. The gypsy girl didn't respond, but a wicked smile spread across her face. Immediately she turned to a group of young men, puffing out her chest to catch their attention. "Good morning messengers. Would you like to know your future?"




    "Come on, there's nothing more for us to do here," Devon said, grabbing him by the arm. The elf followed him in silence, a bit stunned and visibly annoyed. He drew a deep breath as soon as they had left behind the hustle and bustle of the square and had reached a less crowded side street.




    "Who was that woman? What did she give you?"




    Devon shrugged in his shoulders. "At the time..."




    Elladan was about to reply, when a scruffy-looking old man bumped into him.




    "Forgive me, sir," apologized the beggar, "I did not mean to strike you; it is the fault of these crooked legs that no longer obey me."




    So saying, he gave him a half bow and made to move away. The elf grabbed him by the neck. "Where do you think you're going, wretch?"




    The man tried to free himself from the hold but Elladan, heedless of his moans, increased his grip. The unfortunate man collapsed to the ground like an empty sack.




    "Did you have to kill him?" hissed Devon.




    He looked around suspiciously. The stream of passers-by continued to flow impetuously, seemingly indifferent to what had just happened. Only someone, from time to time, cast a fleeting glance in the direction of the body lying on the ground, but almost immediately turned away.




    A satisfied expression was painted on his face when Elladan found his own purse in the beggar's filthy robe.




    "What do you care?" he sneered. "If I hadn't done it, someone else would have, sooner or later..."




    "What do you want me to care about that beggar?" the companion interrupted him, red in the face. "We must get away at once, before..."




    Just then, a loud voice echoed behind them.




    "Hey, you two! »




     




     




    ***




     




    "My lady, this morning your presence is expected at the opening ceremony of the Great Summer Market. I have taken the liberty of preparing a short speech for the people. In the afternoon, however, you are to attend the investiture of Commander Rodrin."




    Lady Kharel's hands fumbled with Lizabeth's bright hair, busy creating an elaborate semi-collar with cascading double braid. Morning light flooded the room and brightened everything with color.




    The princess did not respond, abandoning herself against the soft satin back of the chair.




    "My lady," repeated the lady, striving to maintain a measured tone.




    "Forgive my distraction, Lady Kharel," replied the princess, "but I am not feeling very well today. I would rather spend the day in my apartments. I need rest."




    "I understand. Do you wish me to have the court physician summoned for a consultation?"




    Lizabeth shook her head in the negative. "There is no need, I assure you, but I thank you for your thoughtfulness. I felt a dizziness this morning, that's all. Perhaps I'm just a little tired."




    After saying those words, he turned his attention again to the square of sky framed by the window. A bright light filtered through the stained glass and cast a mosaic of golden reflections on the walls and the still-unpacked four-poster bed.




    Lady Kharel began to fold the newly finished braids behind Lizabeth's head, using small silver hairpins. When she thought the complicated braid was finished, she grabbed a brush and, with a series of firm strokes, spread the remaining hair making sure it fell neatly down her back.




    "If I may speak in confidence, my lady," said the lady, as she stowed her brush on the briar table in the dressing-table, "I do not think you are missing much. I refer to the investiture of Commander Rodrin. He is a soldier of little value and moreover he has the reputation of a libertine! His most famous victories are those achieved between coulters and in symposia. »




    "Don't say that, please."




    Lizabeth's gaze deepened, veiled by a subtle note of melancholy. "We live in difficult times, you know that better than I do. These ceremonies are more than just celebrations. They serve to keep up the morale of men, to nourish hope. Perhaps our Rodrin has won more hearts of ladies than enemy outposts, but what does it matter, after all?"




    In response, Lady Kharel walked over to the mirror and picked up the unused silver pins, placing them back into a briar jewelry box one at a time, with a stiff, strained movement. Then, without turning around, he replied, "I don't know. But I'm sure you have a very definite opinion about it."




    Lizabeth paused, during which she paused to study the woman in front of her, trying once again to decipher her personality.




    The silver hair, styled to perfection, created a lively counterpoint to the gray, almost glassy eyes. The memory of a stubborn beauty, which opposed with fierce determination the progress of an elegant old age, emerged through every detail of her body. Few women of her age could afford the luxury of wearing certain tight clothes and pretending to show off their shoulders and chest without fear, to the point of revealing the curvature of a breast that was still full and voluptuous. Yet, as for many lonely people, her appearance evoked the cold image of a statue, where the perfection of the forms was accompanied by an icy sterility of feelings, as if together with the detritus, the sculptor had also removed those with a brutal blow of the chisel straight to the center of the soul. A confused feeling, similar to a mixture of pity and contempt, pushed her to look away from the lady.




    "The message that must pass is that Prince Aheànder cares about the fate of the kingdom, takes care of the people, defends them. Behind every event there can be deeper meanings than those suggested by simple appearances. And in this sense, banquets and merriment are welcome. People are tired of crying..."




    Lady Kharel did not answer. She opened a small chest on the table and extracted a magnificent white gold pendant. Then, holding it with her fingertips as if she was afraid of dirtying it, she placed it on the head of the princess, making sure that the drop-shaped emerald rested in the center of her forehead.




    "Ah! Perfect!" he exclaimed, after assessing the result of his work. Lizabeth could not decipher the expression painted on the lady's face, although for an instant she seemed to interpret that gesture as a kind of revenge on her previous statements.




    "I thank you for your care," he said as he rose from his chair, "you are always impeccable. Now, if you don't mind, I wish to be alone. Can you see to it that my appointments for today are cancelled?"




    The woman approached the exit. "Of course my lady. I will take care of everything. If you have no objections, I ask permission to linger in the antechamber of your apartments for the rest of the morning, in case you should need anything."




    After performing a deep bow and without waiting for an answer, Lady Kharel disappeared behind the door that separated the bedroom from the living room.




    Left alone, Lizabeth immediately felt lighter. She lifted the pendant from her head and placed it back in the casket. A slight itch tickled her skin where the jewel had been in contact with it. She looked for the brush, intending to undo the tangle of braids that knotted above her nape, but could not find it. A little disoriented, she turned her attention to the window. She opened the shutter carefully and leaned out. The summer breeze caressed the branches of the willows like a caring lover, and they responded to her effusions with a flicker of silver reflections. The whole valley was an inlay of houses, woods, and fields, interspersed with the fine lines of roads and streams.




    Lizabeth sighed. She imagined the green slopes and smelled the scent, envying the silent harmony of the woods. The desire to lie down on a meadow with Aheànder, lost in a fantasy behind the shape of the clouds, was extinguished before it became clear. He knew how unattainable such a dream was.




    He smiled at the sun. "Please, just for today, wouldn't you like to set over the hills a little earlier than usual?"




     




     




    ***




     




    Devon and Elladan turned sharply, passing the guard approaching with a determined stride. He wore light armor, a simple leather jacket reinforced by padded shoulder pads. In the center of his chest stood the symbol of Heptagonia, a tower flanked by two lynxes.




    "What's going on here? Who is that man?" the soldier asked.




    "I'm sorry, we don't know," Devon replied after glaring at his companion, "we're outsiders, who've only been in town a few hours. We were on our way to the market when we caught a glimpse of this wretch on the ground. My friend came over to help him, that's all."




    The guard bent over the body and felt his neck. "Strange," he said, "the body is still warm. He must have been dead for a few minutes. Are you sure you didn't notice anything unusual?"




    "I repeat, we found him in this condition."




    Getting back up, the soldier turned a doubtful glance to the two assassins. Devon noticed his hand running over the hilt of his sword.




    "Here it is full of wretches. The market draws beggars from all over the kingdom, and no one cares about them. Are you perhaps physicians, or something like that? Tell me at once your names and the nature of the business that brought you to the city! »




    Devon was about to reply, when Elladan, who until then had remained on the sidelines, stepped in.




    "My name is Nestor while his name is Varda, and we are merchants. We met last night by chance, at an inn not far from here. Since we both had to go to the market to buy some goods, we thought we would make our way together."




    Hearing those words, the guard unsheathed his sword, drawing the attention of some passersby.




    Devon noticed two grimy-looking men whispering something in each other's ears, pointing in their direction. A small group of disheveled boys, armed with sticks, seemed to be dying to get close to the body of the beggar lying on the ground.




    "A moment ago your mate said you had just arrived in town," said the soldier, "and now it turns out you met last night at an inn. Don't you know that lying to a royal guard is an act punishable by immediate arrest? »




    Devon and Elladan exchanged an uncertain look. The elf made a gesture, but his companion froze him with a glare. The assassin was still thinking about what to do when the soldier spoke again, advancing towards them with his weapon raised.




    "Come on, put your hands behind your neck and..."




    A clamor interrupted his words. In a few moments, the street was invaded by a flock of crows that, appearing out of nowhere, swooped down on the guard. The brats who had gathered on the road began to shout, excited by the scene.




    "Go! Away! Damned beasts!" shouted the man, and raising his sword he drew a couple of random slashes, which were lost in the air. The gesture aroused a chorus of roaring laughter.




    One of the crows, a larger specimen than the others with a wide band of white feathers on its chest, flapped its wings in front of the guard's face and hit him in the eyes with rapid lunges of its beak. A flower of blood blossomed on the man's face and splashed the pavement.




    At that point the kids stopped laughing. One woman stifled a cry, covering her mouth with both hands, another hid her little son's head between her skirt.




    As the soldier's screams grew louder and his gestures lost focus, the other birds took to imitating the white-breasted raven, scratching, pecking, opening wide gashes in his jacket.




    "Quick, let's help him!" shouted someone in the crowd that had gathered around the scene. Some young men jumped on the unfortunate man, trying to chase away the birds.




    A vermillion stream gushed out to daub the wall of a house. Immediately, the guard dropped his sword and brought his hands to his torn throat. Finally he slumped to the ground, his mouth wide open in a terrified grimace, unable to make any sound but a choked gurgle.




    Once the macabre aggression was over, the crows dispersed over the roofs of the houses, leaving the agonized body of the man lying on the ground in a pool of blood. A metallic clangour anticipated the arrival of the guards, that some passers-by had run to warn.




    Taking advantage of the confusion, Devon and Elladan walked away from the scene. Steadily, but without running.




    Taking a small alley that meandered between stores and modest dwellings, the two fugitives walked along it until they reached a large square where a group of workers were intent on creating the base of a stage. The smell of resin and fresh sawdust was so intense that it overpowered the stench of the sewers. Feeling safe, Devon slowed his pace and made his way to a small stone fountain that poured a jet into a large marble shell.




    "It looks like we weren't followed," Elladan said.




    The companion did not respond. He dipped his hands in the icy water and rinsed his face. A shower of splashes poured down on the ground, soaked with shavings.




    "We were lucky. Very lucky..." he said running his hands through his hair.




    The elf turned his gaze to the flickering mirror of the drinking fountain. He knew he was responsible for what had just happened. He hinted an unconvinced sneer. "Those ravens couldn't have come by accident. Someone must have sent them...someone to protect us, you say?"




    "Checking up on us, if anything!" chided Devon.




    "What do we do now?" asked Elladan, after being silent for a few minutes.




    "Well... first let's figure out where our accomplice is waiting for us. Then we'll think about changing these clothes, which have become dangerous by now."




    He searched the pocket of his tunic and pulled out the card that the gypsy woman had brought him at the market. The elf looked at it closely for the first time. It was made of a rigid parchment, probably soaked in resin to give it thickness. The back showed an intricate weave of lines and flourishes with no apparent meaning. The front depicted three oaks, which Elladan recognized as a holm oak, an oak tree, and an oak. The trunks intertwined until they culminated in a single colorful foliage, over which a red sun fell. Beneath the roots was the image of two cups juxtaposed.




    "Very well," chuckled Devon. He tore the paper into four pieces and tossed the fragments into the fountain water, then said, "Now we just need to find out where the Three Oaks Inn is It's where our accomplice is waiting for us, after dark."




     


  




  

    II




     




    THE STONE EYE




     




     




     




    Two figures turned from a side street and reached the small square overlooked by the inn. A large doorway gave access to an internal courtyard, surmounted by a pergola dominated by the purple cones of wisteria flowers, overlooked by the actual entrance to the inn.




    "This is the place," Devon said, casting a distracted glance at the sign. Then he added, "We're a little early."




    "Just as well," replied Elladan, "we can take advantage of it to eat something decent: we've been going on stale bread and stale water for two days now."




    The companion shrugged his shoulders. "Let's go in. We're just standing out here."




    As soon as Devon pulled back the curtain and entered the inn, he was struck by the intense aroma of embers wafting from a large stone fireplace, where a servant was intent on browning some small birds on a steel spit. The draught of the chimney was excellent, there was no smoke but only perfume, the atmosphere of the environment was warm and hospitable.




    The innkeeper, an imposing man with a shrewd air, greeted them with a big smile.




    "Welcome to the Three Oaks Inn. Are you here for dinner?"




    Devon answered before Elladan could open his mouth.




    "We are waiting for someone. Is it possible to have a table where we can converse without being disturbed?"




    "Of course. Follow me."




    The table at which he seated them was partly concealed behind a wide supporting beam, by which the light from the lamps came with less intensity. After wiping a damp rag over the dusty surface of the wood, he turned to them again in a deferential tone.




    "You can consume anything you want by taking it directly from the counter. Otherwise, if you prefer hot food, I can bring you roasted meat and fava bean and onion soup."




    "Meat is just fine," Devon said.




    "I would recommend spiced wine to drown out the bite..."




    "No," Devon muttered. "Just get us some fresh water."




    The innkeeper moved away shaking his head and reached the wooden counter behind which two maids, probably his daughters, were busy cleaning the dishes. The elf noticed that the girls were talking among themselves and, from time to time, were giving him mischievous looks. Little by little, the weak light filtering through the windows faded completely, and the inn filled with patrons. The apprentice rekindled the flame in the fireplace, prepared a new set of skewers and lit a few candles, which he distributed over all the tables, including the empty ones.
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    "He's late."




    After emptying the third pitcher of water, Devon called the innkeeper's attention with a wave of his hand.




    "Bring me another one."




    Elladan had just finished plucking the last of the quail. His mouth was sizzling with the spicy aromas of spices. A sip of wine would have been ideal, but his companion was already in a bad mood and he did not think it was appropriate to repeat the request.




    "You'll see it coming. Stay calm and enjoy your water..."




    A chorus of loud laughter rose from a group of merchants. One of them, a fat man with a face swollen like a bagpipe, lost his balance and fell to the ground, knocking over a tureen full of broth.




    "Laid pigs," muttered the elf.




    At that moment the curtain parted. The two turned to observe the newcomer.




    He could have been a woman or a long man, hidden as he was by the long tunic of coarse fabric, tightened at the waist by a belt deliberately kept loose so as not to highlight the shape of the body. A hood hid his face and left just enough room for him to breathe. He kept both hands tucked into the side pockets of the robe.




    "Maybe this is it," Devon said, leaning over to get a better look at him.




    The hooded man looked around. He reached Devon and Elladan's table and stopped just short of them.




    A thin voice, scarcely more than a whisper, came through the crack of the hood. Elladan sensed its contrived inflection, surely altered by a spell.




    "What is the greatest power?"




    Once again it was the man who answered. "The steel one."




    Hearing those words, the newcomer took his place at the table.




    "I see with pleasure that your guest has arrived! Can I bring something for him too?" said the innkeeper, popping up from who knows where.




    Devon shot him a shifty look. "No. That's all we want. If we need anything, we'll be the ones to call you. Now get lost."




    The man froze a few steps away from the table, his features contracted into a lost expression. He stared at his interlocutor for a few moments, then turned, muttering something through clenched teeth, and turned back to the merchants.




    The commotion in the inn had increased to a hellish racket, sustained by the multitude of drunks milling about among the tables and around the central bar. Some of the guards had replaced their swords with dice and were engaged in an exciting game, punctuated by loud shouts, laughter and swearing. The innkeeper's daughters were running around trying to serve all the customers, and even the apprentice had been summoned from his post in front of the fireplace to help out. The eldest of the two, a young woman in her early twenties with long blonde hair styled with a pretty little crown of flowers, was casting increasingly enterprising glances at Elladan, thinking she was not to be seen.




    "I heard about what you did this morning," said the hooded man. "You almost blew our lord's plans by getting arrested like two chicken thieves. That's nothing short of an excellent start! How do you justify such clumsiness?"




    "Circumstances..." whispered Elladan, dark in the face.




    "Circumstances?" sneered the hooded man, "I'll pretend I didn't hear that, elf. But I suggest you choose your next words to me more carefully. Your position is already shaky, it's up to you whether to throw yourself into the void or seek a foothold."




    "At any rate, we did what we had to do," Devon interjected, "no one suspects anything. And this morning's incident will have been forgotten by now."




    "Good for you," concluded his interlocutor, dropping the subject.




    At that moment, two clerics removed the curtain from the entrance. Tall and strong, they wore long silver tunics with a stylized image of a tree on them. They brushed past the table occupied by the three conspirators and placed their two-handed broadswords on a nearby bench before mingling with the crowd of patrons.




    "I thought a royal edict forbade the carrying of arms in the city," Devon said, looking at the tapered blades on which the reflections of oil lamps flickered.




    "It is so. But a license arranged by the prince granted an exemption to members of the Order."




    "Better wrap this up quickly. Let's get to the point."




    After finishing the contents of the pitcher, the man pulled a dark metal casket from an inside pocket of his tunic and, with a distracted gesture, placed it on the table.




    "Should I open it?" he asked, arching an eyebrow.




    "Don't be silly," hissed the hooded man, "if those clerics were to notice the eye, how do you think they would react?"




    With that said, he slipped a hand out of his pocket and extended it toward the chest. "Give it to me now."




    The man obeyed, letting the object slide across the rough surface of the table. The hand that gripped it was tapered, well manicured. A slight whiteness at the level of the phalanges betrayed the usual presence of rings.




    As soon as the chest disappeared into the folds of his robe, Devon felt immediately better. Now that he was free of the object and the responsibility of its safekeeping, he even felt a certain appetite. He turned back to Elladan. The elf had withdrawn from the conversation and was fiddling with a stripped bone. From time to time he cast disenchanted glances at the patrons of the establishment. Ignoring him in turn, he turned his attention to the hooded man, trying to bring the conversation to lighter topics.




    "How come the princess didn't attend the market this morning? I knew she was scheduled to speak..."




    "A dizziness. Apparently Lady Loreen hasn't been feeling well and has cancelled all of the day's engagements. Nothing that should concern you, however."




    "I understand," Devon said, "I hope there's no problem with that..."




    "I've already told you that this doesn't concern you. Now be quiet and pay attention to me."




    The tapered hand reappeared from his pocket, this time to deposit a silver jewelry box on the table. That move drew Elladan's attention. He wiped his greasy hands by rubbing them against the edge of the table, then asked, "What is it? What does that chest contain?"




    The hooded man did not dignify him with a response. He merely pushed the object toward Devon.




    "It looks empty," observed the man, weighing it in his hands.




    "And yet it is not!" croaked the other. "It contains something extremely important. Much more important than your stupid lives, so think carefully about what you do from now on. You must make sure that it reaches the hands of our lord as soon as possible. Needless to add, you are forbidden to open it..."




    "All right, all right," the man replied in a condescending tone, "we'll leave town before dawn. All right?"




    The hooded man pushed aside his chair and stood up. "Not so soon. There's one more thing you need to do before you leave."




    Devon gave him a questioning look. Elladan merely narrowed his eyes, not concealing his discontent.




    "The prince is no fool. He has adopted a number of security measures to protect the court. Specifically, everyone who gains access is subject to scrutiny by two wizards named Serina and Baldus, who are able to reveal the presence of magical powers and items..."




    He interrupted. One of the clerics was reaching over to retrieve his sword. After sheathing it again, he lost his balance and had to lean against their table. Lifting one arm in a gesture of apology, he turned and caromed toward the exit.




    Elladan scrutinized him with hatred, considering at least ten different ways to disarm and disembowel him with his own weapon. Sure, he would have felt more comfortable with an elven blade, but under the circumstances, he could have made an exception and settled for that ungainly broadsword.




    The hooded man resumed speaking. In the tone of his voice there was a certain anxiety now, as if he wanted to end as soon as possible this encounter that had become too risky. "As long as those two keep breathing I won't be able to hide the stone eye in the princess' apartments. You must take care of it. But mind you: it is necessary to make their death look like a tragic fatality."




    "Where can we find them?" asked Devon.




    "Of course they live in the court. However, tomorrow night they will be attending a ceremony at the Brotherhood Shrine. It is a perfect opportunity to act. A unique opportunity."




    "I get it. We'll take care of everything," the man concluded.




    The hooded man turned around and, without a hint of a greeting, reached the exit of the inn and disappeared beyond the curtain.
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    "Quite a deal, really," Elladan huffed. "We have to eliminate two mages whose names we barely know. We don't even know what they look like, let alone their powers..."




    "I wouldn't worry too much about that, I think they're a couple of wimps" his companion interrupted him. He lifted a hand and called the attention of one of the waitresses, who was busy clearing a table not far away.




    "You, what are you waiting for to bring me more water? Can't you see that the jug is empty?"




    The girl nodded and smiled. The elf looked at her distractedly, then resumed speaking. "That doesn't change anything. They're still two mages. Besides, how do we take them out if we're unarmed? »




    "If it's supposed to look like an accident," the companion chided him, "what good would the weapons do us? Maybe you were thinking of slitting their throats like we did those two merchants? We need to get an idea..."




    "Worse and worse!" insisted Elladan, pounding a fist on the table, "I am a warrior. This mission seems more suited to a courtesan! »




    "If need be, even warriors must know how to hide in the shadows." Or under piles of corpses, he added to himself, wondering what effect the memory of his glorious deeds in Dead Field would have on the elf.




    "You're the boss. I follow orders, remember? Have an idea and I'll implement it, as usual," replied the elf, piqued.




    At that moment the innkeeper's daughter arrived.




    "Here's your water," he said setting the pitcher down on the table. Immediately he cast a mischievous glance at Elladan. "And you, sir, do you desire nothing at all?"




    This time the elf did not miss the opportunity. "Actually, a sip of warm wine wouldn't mind," he replied, meeting the young woman's darting eyes.




    "At this point we'd better spend the night here," Devon said, then added, "Tomorrow morning I plan to gather information about the ceremony those two will be attending."




    The companion shrugged. "Whatever you say."




    The man rose from his chair with some effort. "I'm going to the loo. In the meantime you take care of getting a room for the night. And try to get a good price, that innkeeper looks like a scoundrel to me..."




    Without waiting for an answer, he wandered off towards the exit. With perfect timing, as soon as the man disappeared beyond the curtain of the entrance, the innkeeper's daughter reappeared, holding a tray in her hands.




    "Here, sir. Our best hot wine," he said as he placed a cruet filled with a vibrant ruby red liquid on the table. "May I sit down for a moment? I would like to know if it is to your taste."




    Elladan turned toward her, studying her figure for a while. Nature had gifted her with a slim waist and ample breasts, emphasized by the generous cleavage of her dress. Her facial features were simple, clean, but not without a certain malice. Her irises shone an unusual green, laden with golden straws.




    The elf emptied the first glass. Immediately, an intoxicating sensation spread through his mouth and warmed it with the aromas of spices. Cinnamon, juniper, honey and who knows what else.




    "You like it, don't you? I can tell by your expression..."




    "Yes," he admitted, "I've heard worse."




    "You don't see many elves around here, you know? Do you come from very far away?"




    Elladan filled his glass. "Yes, from a distance. But it's none of your business."




    "Forgive my curiosity," added the young woman, "I didn't mean to bother you. It's just that... there you see, since you came in, you've never changed your expression. You are so shadowy. Sad, I dare say. It's strange. The fact is that people usually come here to enjoy themselves. They eat, they get drunk, they cackle late into the night..."




    She approached, propping her elbows on the table. Her skin was white and the light of the lamps gave her a particular reflection, neither pink nor red. A hint of orange blossom covered the scent of wine. "I could not help noticing you. Your eyes are the same color as the night."




    Elladan swallowed his second glass in one go. She looked away from the waitress and turned her gaze to an undefined point of the bar, without much conviction. "I don't think I'm the sort of person you're used to... conversing with," she said. "Maybe you should go back to your work. You're very pretty and I'm sure you won't find it difficult to find company among the customers of the inn. It's full of young people in here, you're spoiled for choice."




    The girl hinted at a mischievous smile. "Oh, I know them well, those. Half of them are soldiers and the other half are peasants. All they think about is getting drunk and treating women like animals. Would you really want to throw me to those bores, sir?"




    The third glass of wine went down the elf's throat as if it was water. A tingling sensation, not at all unpleasant, went up from his legs and clouded his mind, the contours of things became blurred. Lights lost their intensity.




    "Listen to me carefully: if my partner finds you here, there will be trouble for you. You must leave me alone, I repeat."




    The maid looked around, as if to make sure no one was watching them. Then, with a forceful gesture, she grabbed Elladan's hand. The elf stiffened and pulled back his arm to free himself from her grasp, but she held him firmly in place.




    "You listen to me! I will leave you alone, but on one condition..."




    "What are you talking about? Don't you understand that..."




    "Ssst!" she shushed him. "I asked you to listen to me. The tavern closes in two hours. My room is at the back of the place: as you enter the corridor to the kitchens, turn right and reach the second door. The second door, do you understand? I'll be there waiting for you, dressed only in the blankets of my bed."




    Elladan released himself with a tug. "Are you out of your mind? Don't even think about it!"




    The girl stood up from the table. "Oh, but I'm thinking about it instead. I've been thinking about it for hours already," she said winking, "and I know you are too."




    Having spoken those words, he slipped away like a ferret and disappeared into the crowd of patrons.




    "What were you talking to that tramp about?" mumbled Devon, abandoning himself in his chair. His face was furrowed with deep wrinkles and his eyes appeared dull, thin as slits.




    "Nothing, nothing. I asked for some hot wine, that's all."




    The man scrutinized him with all the attention he could muster at that moment. "It seemed to me that you were getting along. Or did you?"




    "Don't talk nonsense!" muttered Elladan, "I only made arrangements for the night."




    The man shrugged his shoulders. His gaze dropped to the table. "Where's my pitcher of water? That fool must have forgotten to bring it."




    After casting a stolid glance toward the center of the room, he pointed to the counter. "Look at her...instead of working she wastes her time flirting with customers. What a slut..."




    Those words had a strange effect on Elladan, who turned his head in the direction indicated by his companion. The girl was conversing with a young man. Certainly a soldier, judging by the leather bodice he wore. Suddenly, he burst out laughing and grabbed her by the arm, trying to pull her towards him.




    Devon leaned his elbows on the table, making it creak. He seemed to be having the time of his life.




    "There, now she's being sustained, look! But you'll see in a minute she'll dive between her legs..."




    "Get it over with," said the elf.




    "And why should I? We might as well relax a little for tonight. Get a grip elf, we're not on the purple mountain here..."




    The arrow was a poisonous one, but Elladan ignored it. Something else was engaging his attention at the moment, making his blood boil in his veins.




    "This place sucks," he blurted, spitting on the floor. "We should go back to the trade district and find a decent inn to spend the night."




    Devon squared him with an indecipherable expression painted on his face, then ran a hand over the tawny curls that framed the face with satirical features. His gaze had returned to the one the elf remembered. Hard, menacing, absent.




    "I decide what you do and where you go. If I say you sleep at the Three Oaks, you sleep at the Three Oaks. Do I make myself clear?"




    Before Elladan could counter, the girl's screams made him gasp. The soldier held her against his chest and continued to kiss her neck, despite her vibrant protests. A chorus of cackles rose from the comrades around them, now completely drunk.




    "See, what did I tell you?" snickered Devon, "now that's true love!"
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    "Come on, don't make me beg you, beautiful! It's not like you can wear a little dress that short just to be looked at, what do you think?"




    "Let me go, you scoundrel!" cried the girl, wriggling like an angry cat.




    The soldier, a stout boy with tow-colored hair and a watery gaze, increased his grip. "I really don't think I'm going to do that..."




    Her hand reached his face and scratched his cheek. The man reacted with a violent snap. "You filthy bitch! Now I'm going to teach you your place!"




    The slap hit her full in the face, leaving a conspicuous red stain on her cheek. As her face filled with tears, the man began to shake her like a rag doll. "Now you better show me some respect, or I'll..."




    Before he could finish his sentence, a hand had clamped down on his face and was pressing against his nose.




    "What... ah! Who are you? What are you doing? Stop! Stop!"




    The elf didn't give him time to react. He pushed his fingers into his nostrils until a dry pop resounded in the air. A trickle of blood flooded the soldier's face.




    "My nose, you broke it!"




    The girl took the opportunity to break free from his grasp and throw herself into the arms of her sister, who had come in the meantime, attracted by the confusion. Elladan grabbed the soldier's jacket with the other hand and threw him against the table occupied by the merchants. The crosspieces gave way under her weight and the fir bench split in two. The crockery shattered on the floor, exploding a shower of splinters all around.




    Three men pounced on Elladan like a pack of hungry wolves. One of them, a behemoth with a pockmarked face, dragged him to the ground and began pounding him with a series of punches to the face.




    The elf defended himself by kneeing him in the stomach, then tried to escape, dragging himself on his elbows under the central bar. Within a minute, the fight broke out all over the place, involving the vast majority of the patrons. Only a few of the religious fled without taking part.




    People, merchants and soldiers fought for at least an hour before the situation returned to normal thanks to the intervention of the guards patrolling the neighborhood.




    As happened regularly in those situations, in the end it all resulted in a few smashed faces and a couple of dislocated shoulders. Everyone licked their wounds and went their separate ways.




    Shortly after midnight, when the inn had emptied, Elladan dragged himself to the table where his companion had been waiting for him, locked in a tense silence.




    Massaging his sore jaw, the elf slumped down in his chair. His jacket was torn in several places, a shallow cut running down his right thigh. The band that encircled his forehead was loose, but the tattoo remained covered. "We're in an inn. Fights break out in inns. That's all..."




    Devon did not answer, just stared at him with ineffable eyes for a few minutes. Finally he said dryly, "Go find the innkeeper. Get the key to our room and let's get this over with. I'm tired and want to go to sleep."




    Elladan obeyed without replying.




    As they climbed the narrow staircase that led to the second floor, he cast a fleeting glance towards the door that flanked the now extinguished fireplace. He thought he heard the echo of a soft cry, but perhaps it was only his imagination.
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    They rose shortly after dawn. The first rays of the sun struggled to filter through the opaque windows of the parlor. The smell of ashes wafted through the dry air. Only the crowing of a rooster littered the muffled silence of the inn.




    "You take care of settling the bill. I'll wait for you outside, make it quick," Devon told his companion.




    Elladan reached the counter, where the innkeeper was intent on preparing breakfast for customers by filling wicker baskets with long slices of buttered dark bread.




    "Well risen, sir," the man exclaimed without lifting his gaze from his work. "I hope you all had a good night. I am so sorry for the incident last night."




    "Things that happen. Rather tell me how much we owe you. My partner and I are in a bit of a hurry."




    "Of course, I'll be right with you."




    Elladan paid the bill without pulling on the price. The innkeeper's voice sounded like a cloying dirge, but he paid no attention to it. As soon as he entered the room, in fact, a faint scent of orange blossom had caught his attention.




    The girl was leaning with her back against a table. A bucket full of dark water and a cloth, abandoned a few steps away from her, testified to the punishment inflicted on her by her father.




    Finally the innkeeper took his leave and disappeared behind the kitchen door.




    Elladan did not return the greeting. He turned and made to leave, when the floorboards creaked under his weight.




    "Are you leaving?" said the girl, after opening her eyes.




    "Yes," he replied, without turning around.




    "I... I would have liked to thank you. If I hadn't intervened, I don't know what those scumbags would have done to me..."




    "You don't have to thank me," said the elf, "I was drunk, I didn't even know what I was doing. Anyway, for what it's worth, I don't think you're responsible for what happened last night. »




    He took a deep breath, then added, "I have to go now. Goodbye."




    "At least tell me your name."




    He hesitated for a moment, standing in front of the curtain. Then, after a few moments of somber silence, he answered her. "My name is Elladan."




    "I am Ayrin. Don't forget about me..."




    Elladan crossed the threshold of the inn without hearing the end of the sentence. As soon as he was outside, he was met by a crisp wind, which stirred the braid behind his back.




    The sky was clear, lit by the bright colors of dawn, the air smelled of resin. Only the gurgling of the streams, still full of water from the previous day's rains, interrupted the silence that enveloped the park.




    Devon waited for him standing still in the middle of the street, his hands crossed over his chest.




    "Took you long enough," she said turning an unfriendly look on him, "one more minute and I'd leave you here."




    "The innkeeper wouldn't stop talking."




    "It will be. Anyway, let's get moving now. We have a lot to do before tonight. »




    "Do you have something in mind yet?"




    "Of course. While you were kicking ass last night, I came up with a plan to fix those two and guarantee us an escape route..."




    They walked away flanking the still deserted park.




    As they disappeared around a curve, Elladan could not help but think, for one last time, of Ayrin's magnificent green eyes.




    Greener than mountain lakes. Greener than the new leaves of the willows. Greener than the crowns of the sacred trees that grew around the great city of Chrysocolla.




     


  

OEBPS/Images/coverinterna.jpg
MARCELLO BENELLL

W1 RISCUS
QAR

INE: THE STONE EYE






