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			Author’s Note

			Dear good and gracious reader, I hope the story which follows fills you with the same joy and excitement that I had while writing. This story has come to life, quite literally, across the country over the past six years, beginning in Philadelphia, PA then on to Victoria, KS; Santa Ynez, CA; Washington, DC; Wilmington, DE; Pittsburgh, PA; Middletown, CT; and finally, Richmond, VA. The pages of this story are filled with enchanting characters, mythical races, wondrous lands, and of course, magic. I’ve included a glossary for your convenience, because my imagination ran rampant as this story unfolded and it became a necessity. To help with any confusion that may occur, I’ve listed the days of the week and the months below.
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			Line of Feolyn

		

		
			Backs against the setting sun, Velaria and Arlyn approached the small, yet expanding village of Cor’lera, the narrow River Bethyl just behind and the end of their northward journey just ahead.

			“Before we enter,” said Arlyn, bringing Velaria’s attention to the narrow gate and the man standing guard with foreign soldiers closely behind, “remember that the people here must not learn that you are training with the Ei’ana. Unfortunately, the rumors of whole villages tossing out anyone they suspect to be wielders are true; it wasn’t all that long ago when the villagers here exiled the neighbors they considered suspicious.”

			Velaria nodded and kept a steady pace to avoid raising suspicion from the guards. They had dismounted after crossing the rickety bridge over the river, partly to rest their horses, but also to provide a less threatening approach.

			A simple wooden wall shielded most of the small village, while buildings erected within the last thirty years stood outside the walls, evidencing recent growth. A dozen buildings were paused in partial completion and work would presumably resume when the snow melted, and the land thawed in the spring. This far north, they might have to wait until Delenth in late spring. Since it was now only Borenth, winter was in full swing and spring still two months off, so construction wasn’t resuming any time soon.

			Farms scattered in every direction beyond the village. At the start of their voyage, Velaria had gazed on them with fascination, but as their travels drew on and the distance between villages increased, the scenery became repetitive. Now, she longed to return to Ceurenyl or even better, to her home city of Lucillia.

			Velaria’s thoughts drifted to the wooded structures of her home, the buildings simply grown from the very trees, the domed buildings, and the magnificent walls, but above all, the royal palace resting atop the crest of the sloping hill holding Lucillia. Each building held its own identity, yet they all belonged and complemented each other. Even the common buildings shared the same attention to beauty. The twining wood gave a fluid motion to the city; Velaria half expected to see the buildings move on their own one day.

			As lively as the buildings were, her people were the true heart of Lucillia. They shared an eagerness to enjoy life and possessed an impeccable energy toward living every moment, a quality which had dimmed with every town they passed in their journey north. In village after village, the people grew gloomier; the greater the distance grew between them and Lucillia, the greater the despair and fear evidenced.

			“Halt!” the guard at the gate ordered as they approached.

			He was unlike the rough soldiers behind him; instead he shared the features common to the people of this region. His age could be no more than thirty, yet the greasy shine of the visible parts of his body along with his disheveled appearance made Velaria think otherwise. Most appalling was the hatred in his eyes and Velaria looked away from it. Even their color was not memorable; she thought them brown, like the mud currently holding her attention, but they could have easily been blue. She felt him glare at her with evident disdain.

			“Quickly state your purpose,” his lips formed a snarl as he spat out the words, followed by a wad of phlegm that landed just before their feet. No mistaking that the voice belonged to its owner; it was as foul as his mood. “It’s Lerenaen, and I don’t want to keep this gate open longer than needed.”

			Velaria had not the slightest idea what impact the day of the week had on the openness of a gate, even if it was late in the week.

			“My daughter and I are simple travelers seeking a pleasant home to the north, far enough away from the growing turmoil in the south.” Arlyn spoke quickly before the guard could refuse them admittance. The guard eyed them suspiciously before he responded.

			“You look to be of wealthy stock. Why would you desert your lands for the cold north? Turn out those pockets while you’re at it, let me see those crowns you’re hiding; there’s a gate tax.” The guard snapped, his mouth curling.

			“I have no lands to the south. It could be said that I’ve been stripped of them and my possessions do not surpass what we carry.” Arlyn turned out his pockets, upending the contents of his light purse into his palm. Copper lewts and iron angots spilled from the purse, but only one silver jent.

			Velaria stared blindly at him in disbelief. I thought he wasn’t allowed to lie.

			“A man should have a firm grip on his property.” The guard glanced toward the jent, lewts, and angots, visibly disappointed to not find any golden crowns. He snatched the jent, daring Arlyn to protest the gate tax. “Move on, I don’t care to hear the rest of your pathetic story. If it’s north you’re heading, set out before dawn and be gone from our village,” he instructed.

			He grimaced toward Velaria in visible disgust. “We don’t appreciate your kind, witch. All you ei’ana witches are the same, thinking you’re higher than nobles. I hope it’s out of wisdom that you flee north to be rid of them; wouldn’t find me sticking around.” With no more than that, and without pointing them toward an inn, the guard stepped aside and permitted the pair to guide their horses through the small gate.

			How did he know?

			The foreign soldiers just inside the gate gave Velaria pause. The hatred in their eyes somehow managed to surpass that of the guard. Without stopping, they walked past the cluster of men and into the village. It had a pleasant look about it, and surely at an earlier time, the neglected buildings of either rough stone or timber topped with thatched roofs had been well-cared for.

			Rubbish littered the streets and the trees and plants in the gardens looked neglected. The few villagers found outside their homes gave off the same suspicion and anger as the guard, but no one stopped to question the two strangers, preferring to whisper among themselves.

			Velaria picked up only their tones without hearing the words, but it was evident that they distrusted the newcomers.

				She walked warily next to Arlyn along the cobbled streets until they reached one of the better-maintained buildings in Cor’lera, an inn toward the edge of the village. It included a stable to the rear. I recognize this building, she thought, but why? Where have I seen it before?

			“Welcome to the Cor Inn, or as it is more commonly known, the King’s Inn,” said Arlyn.

				The familiarity struck home. The inn resembled those structures she knew all too well in Lucillia, except of course this building looked to have been built by elven or human hands and not molded from the very forest. The details and the masterful carvings could not disguise the inn’s origin. Delighted with her discovery, she shared it with Arlyn.

			“You learn quickly; I had grown accustomed to lecturing the same point on several occasions before my students remembered.”

			Velaria received the praise from her teacher with a beaming smile.

			“It’s said that the builders of this inn came from your beloved home, and inspired by Lucilla’s beauty, they replicated the architecture. This inn also happens to be the namesake of the entire village.”

			“Remarkable; I feel closer to home already.”

			“As do I.” Arlyn seemed to recall an unspoken past.

			Before they moved on to the stable, Velaria asked the question she had withheld since passing through the gate, “Why did you lie back there? How could you lie back there?”

			“Where, tell me, did the deception dwell? Was not every word I spoke truthful?” inquired Arlyn, looking every part the teacher and Velaria the student.

			“Well, for one, you called me daughter.”

			“Do you not address me as father? Is not daughter a loving term for a pupil? Especially in relation to an ei’ceuril steward.”

			The answer to the riddle was plain, yet she still could not hide her amazement.

			“Remember, all of Eklean does not need to hear your whole truth, let alone the rest of Teraeniel.”

			“All right.” Velaria paused a moment to look around before continuing in her hushed tone. “Should I be concerned about the guard?”

			“I doubt he would have named you ei’ana if he wasn’t certain, despite you not professing the counsels yet. I didn’t think anyone in this small village would recognize a wielder, but he must have spent time in a larger city where ei’ana are a common sight. We’ll have to be cautious. Refrain from wielding, lest we stir anything here.”

			“Where do you suppose the family lives?” asked Velaria, only just realizing how many questions she asked. “None of the villagers seem eager to speak with us.”

			“I’ve been here before, in a time that seems a lost memory. It was before I entered the Temple of Ceur all those years ago.”

			Velaria found it difficult to imagine Arlyn as a teenage boy, traveling to the Temple of Ceur as a kien wielder, to spend the rest of his days locked within. She thought it a shame that men could not wield safely; if she’d been restricted, she would have run away. Restraining from wielding even for only a single day was difficult; there was little she did that did not involve wielding. Granted, the kien wielders could inadvertently cause grave damage, and the temple was not a bad place to live, considering the alternative.

			“And as to the family, Evellyn was only a girl at the time, and the Shadow had just begun to creep into this village. She has all the qualities you would expect and more. She won’t be difficult to recognize,” said Arlyn.

			Velaria and Arlyn left their horses in the care of the cheery stable boy with silver-grey eyes. Velaria could not tell whether he was an elf like herself and Arlyn, or only part elf like many of the inhabitants of Cor’lera. He gladly accepted the horses and led them into the stable as they entered the inn through a finely carved wooden door.

			Relieved to escape the harsh wintry chill, Velaria hurried inside to breathe in the warmth.

			The common room was comfortable with a fire roaring in the hearth on the far wall. Tables and chairs were scattered throughout in an orderly fashion and several couches invited them to rest and warm themselves in the room’s welcoming atmosphere where the regular patrons enjoyed a meal, a drink or two, or simply the warmth.

			As they stood in the entry, Velaria felt them peer covertly toward Arlyn and herself. A fellow standing behind a counter to the left of the entry was the only one who showed a genuine interest in the newcomers.

			He’s probably only interested with what lines our purses, thought Velaria, suddenly happy that all they had were lewts and angots.

			Closing the distance between the entry and the man at the counter, she noticed that he was genuinely happy. His grey eyes radiated energy under neatly combed black hair with hints of red. Over the past month, she had grown accustomed to thinking that care about personal grooming was a quality that belonged only to Arlyn and herself. The startling surprise wiped away her previous assumptions as the merry man greeted them.

			“Good day to you, fine travelers. Would you be interested in a room this cold evening? We have mighty fine rooms, some better than others, mind you,” said the man before quickly adding, “there’s a nice stew for supper if you haven’t other obligations; only an angot per bowl. Nothing better than a hot stew next to the fire after a day of traveling in this weather. It’s cold for Borenth this year.”

			“That would be most welcome. Would you mind showing us to our rooms first though? It would be nice to rest a bit before supper.”

			“Certainly, let me just call my eldest boy from the stables to keep an eye on things here,” the innkeeper replied with a broad smile before opening the door and hollering out for his son. “Liam. LIAM! Quick, come here, son! Those horses can manage without your eyes constantly on them.”

			Shortly after, Liam came through the front door bringing with him a chilled breeze and a questioning look. The breeze had ruffled his hair so that his pointed ears struck through the jet-black hair highlighted by a few strands of red.

			“Close the door, you’ll let all the warmth out,” said the innkeeper. “I need you to look over the common room while I show our guests to their rooms.”

			“All right.”

			“Please, just this way. I’m Dolan Telvin,” he introduced himself and led them up the stairs behind the counter. “Fine young man that boy of mine is, and he knows it too, bless the lad! Reminds me of his mother, he does. It’s a shame he didn’t have the chance to meet her. Passed during childbirth, she did. Fortunately, my wife, who I married some years after returning from Gneal, embraced Liam as her own. He was only nine at the time. It’s she who runs this fine inn, of course.”

			Dolan continued cheerfully the entire way up to the third and highest floor of the inn and stopped before a pair of adjacent rooms. “Here we are, some of the finest we have.”

			He unlocked the door and Velaria was pleased by a glimpse of a modestly sized room with intricately carved yet sturdy furnishings. Dolan had spoken truthfully when he’d described the quality of the rooms on their journey up the stairs. Before Valeria could take advantage of the comfortable mattress to rest and soothe her back from the constant motions of riding horseback, Arlyn addressed Dolan.

			“Sir, I’m Steward Arlyn. We’ve not met before, and truly that pains me. We traveled from Ceurenyl through Lucillia to speak privately with your wife, Evellyn. It’s of critical importance—no eager ears.”

			Dolan’s mood dampened slightly, but he took the news in stride and responded. “Arlyn—I thought you looked familiar. How could I miss it? Your face and those eyes of yours. Please, forgive me, steward, this way. My family lives in the private quarters behind the kitchen.”

			Velaria trailed behind as Dolan led Arlyn down the narrow servants’ stair. Wondrous aromas tickled Velaria’s nose as the kitchen came into view. A single cook stood by the stove, watching over the contents of the bubbling pots and sending two waiters in and out of the kitchen with the appropriate dishes.

			Dolan led them through a beautiful wooden door, just as masterfully crafted as the front door to the inn, and into the private quarters. The massive door easily swung open onto the parlor and Dolan called for his wife.

			Before she had an opportunity to respond, two children came sprinting toward their father.

			Dolan’s face broke into a smile, bracing himself as they collided into him. He looked down and asked in a surprisingly stern voice, “Does your mother know you’re out of bed?”

			The two shook their heads in denial.

			“You know she will blame me for your late night, don’t you?”

			Again, the two shook their heads in denial.

			“Do you really want me to get in trouble with your mother? She’ll toss me out in the cold if you two lose a minute of your precious sleep.”

			The children began protesting and declaring all sorts of promises to shoulder the blame.

			Before they got too far, a female voice called from deeper in the quarters, demanding that the children return to their beds.

			“You two had better listen to her or else I’ll be the one in trouble. But, first, please greet our guests. This gentleman is Arlyn, he’s a steward with the ei’ceuril. And this young lady here is…I’m sorry miss, but I never got your name. Pardon my manners.”

			“That’s no fault of yours, Master Dolan.” Velaria bent down to the children’s level. “My name is Velaria. And might you tell me yours?”

			“I’m Leilyn,” piped up the girl. “But I’m not so little. I’m already six years old.” She held out her hands, three fingers on each hand pointing to the ceiling.

			The younger boy struggled to form his own words, too young to manage more than a stuttering syllable which sounded like ‘deb.’

			“This is Devlyn. He’s not even two yet. Much more littleler than me,” said Leilyn, the last part spoken on her tiptoes.

			“Oh, what lovely names.” From the rooms beyond, the voice called again for the children. This time they hurried away without further debate, calling goodnight as they went.

			“What lovely children,” Velaria complimented Dolan. They were, without question, the most beautiful children she had ever seen. Their hair held hints of red, blond, and black woven through the dominant golden-brown and their sparkling eyes resembled Arlyn’s with a silver iris shifting to a stunning green around the pupil.

			Before she could comment further, a gentle voice replied to the compliment.

			“They are beautiful, aren’t they? As their mother, I might be biased, but I can’t help admiring them.” Valeria, Arlyn, and Dolan turned toward a woman of remarkable beauty, the children’s features clearly gifts from this woman. “I am…”

			“Evellyn—I can’t begin to say how much I’ve longed to see you again.” Arlyn crossed the room toward the woman, arms open for an embrace.

			“I’ve missed you too, brother,” Evellyn replied as their arms wrapped around each other tightly.

			Velaria’s mouth dropped in astonishment. Incredible as it was, the connection between the siblings was obvious. Both had the same golden-brown hair with hints of blond although Arlyn’s showed some silvery threads, most prominent at his temples. The brother and sister complemented each other’s beauty. Velaria assumed the children would grow to resemble their mother and uncle. All four of them had the same remarkable, almost shimmering eyes, a jubilant silver giving way to a forest green encircling the pupil.

			Surely, thought Velaria, such eyes are only found among the royal line of Lucillia. As the two women’s eyes met, Evellyn ended the silent connection by saying, “You behold my eyes in the same manner as one would the queen of Lucillia.”

			Unprepared for such an assertion, Velaria stammered as she struggled to find the appropriate words. “I do apologize ma’am, but you and Queen Vernal, descendant of King Roendryn the Great himself, share the same eyes.” Unable to restrain her growing enthusiasm, she added, “Surely a common relation must exist between you and the Aryl of Lucillia.”

			“His name is Feolyn. And it’s an old story and the connection you refer to just as old.” Evellyn gestured the guests toward couches. “Please, have a seat if you would. The tale is not a brief one and you could both benefit from a comfortable seat. There’s tea if you would like a cup.”

			Without waiting for a response to the offer, she gathered four cups onto a tray and poured a fragrant hot liquid into each from a glass teapot. She brought the tray over to a small table between the couches. “Nothing better than a hot cup of tea after a cold day in Borenth. Cream and sugar?”

			They all answered gratefully and received their now-overflowing cups with appreciation.
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			Dawn’s Stranger

		

		
			The sun hung low in the western sky and Devlyn waited for it to sink below the horizon, but the evening kiss between sun and land never approached. The golden rays of the setting sun colored the sky in assorted shades of triumphant reds and oranges tinted with the first hints of somber purples. The clouds caught in the rays swirled and danced about the sun, reflecting colors more vibrant than the trees of the wood sprawling below. Looking closer, Devlyn perceived something that wasn’t usual. It didn’t move like clouds do, nor did it dance about like the golden light, but the form belonged to and complemented the twilight sky.

			From the evening sun just above a knoll, a woman of unsurpassed beauty materialized and glided toward him. As the lady slowly approached Devlyn, the object dancing in the sky drew closer as well. The lady’s hair was golden, and she appeared to be clothed in the light of the sun himself. A magnificent bird danced around her, its feathers shifting with the various spectrums of color from the setting sun; amid the lesser colors, a vibrant gold outshone them all. While the bird reflected the sun, it also had a light of its own. Devlyn felt a familiarity with the beautiful bird, yet he could not imagine why. As it fluttered closer, Devlyn noticed that the stream of golden fire flowing from the bird faded away behind it.

			The lady and the bird of light were just a few strides away now but just as the sun refused to set, so too the lady and the bird of light refused to close the gap. Her legs glided elegantly above the ground and the wings of the bird fluttered through the air, yet no closer did they come. As he maintained eye contact, Devlyn recognized the longing in their eyes that reflected his own.

			Unable to endure the separation, Devlyn extended a single foot forward to greet the pair and join with them at last. But as the gap between them closed, the sun fell at last below the knoll and the evening light faded, taking the lady and the bird of light with it.

			*          *          *

			Devlyn woke from his dream and opened his eyes. The room was dark, and he heard the familiar steady rumble of his cousin Alex’s snoring on the far side. As he listened, the rhythmic sound tempted him back to his own dreams.

			Rolling onto his side to gaze out the low window, Devlyn looked out to the sky above the quiet village of Cor’lera nestled along the edge of the Illumined Wood. The sun was still a few hours away from bringing forth a new day as night blanketed the land beyond his window; stars still twinkled above. The moon hid somewhere in the sky; she always did just before the new month started. Devlyn liked the new moon; it allowed the stars to shine brighter in the night sky.

			With still-sleepy eyes looking east, Devlyn thought he saw a star dancing in the night sky. It twirled about among the other stars illogically, rising and falling with a will of its own.

			Was he still dreaming? Stars don’t move like that, not even the few that fell to Teraeniel. Despite his grogginess, he recognized his own consciousness.

			Determined to identify the small light, Devlyn sat up in his bed and strained his eyes beyond the tower window.

			The star danced playfully about in the sky, dipping into the leafy canopy of the Illumined Wood and rising to soar above the trees before diving once again.

			That can’t be a star, Devlyn thought as he watched the acrobatic light. It might be a bird? Perhaps the one from my dreams? Devlyn strained to recall the dream bird. What kind of nonsense is this? Birds don’t fly about the sky as if set aflame like a...

			Before his thought fully realized, the features of the bird magnified as his eyes adjusted. Although it was leagues away, it seemed as if it flew just before his window, not a glowing speck in the distance. The bird continued to draw closer, and before Devlyn could blink, the bird’s golden eyes engulfed him.

			Looking from another’s perspective, a lighted perspective, Devlyn saw the village, forest, and surrounding country filled with light. Leagues to the west, he saw himself in a tower window from a pair of eyes other than his own. His hair was disheveled, all in a tangle, and pointing in every direction. As he looked into his own eyes, he no longer saw the silver fading to green he was accustomed to seeing in a mirror or a pool of water. Tiny golden lights shot out of his eyes, their intensity diminished by the light emanating from his chest.

			Chills washed through his body. He tried to look away but had no control over his vision.

			His other vision drew closer to his body, growing brighter the closer he drew. The light from his chest forced Devlyn to shut his eyes.

			Heart pounding, eyes shut, Devlyn could feel his bed beneath him again. Lifting a single eyelid, Devlyn risked a peek beyond his window, relieved that he once again saw from his own eyes. The sudden dimness replacing the bird’s light-filled vision of the room and the landscape beyond the window left him feeling dark and empty—blind, as if he should see more.

			What was that?

			Devlyn rubbed his hands over his still-heaving chest, feeling his skin beneath his fingers. Was that real? he thought, trying to understand. Looking out the window, he searched for a trace of the bird of light, but it had disappeared.

			The bird, or more likely the speck of light, brought the dream he had woken from to the surface. While the dream was common, the frequency of its recurrence over the past weeks made Devlyn wonder. He had never been able to draw so closely to the silver lady and the bird of light as he had this time. Typically, once he moved that first foot forward, the dream sun would wake him. This time however, he had drawn close enough to see their golden eyes, close enough that he felt them in himself, beating in his heart, calling to him.

			Knowing that he would not fall back to sleep, he forced himself from his bed and gazed out the window again, his eyes falling to the ground he still could not see in the dark at the tower’s foundation. The first of Marenth marked the beginning of spring, yet the ground remained frozen. Why have spring start this month if there’s still snow on the ground? he thought idly before deciding that he might as well get an early start on his morning chores rather than spend the next couple of hours thinking in the dark about whether what just happened really did happen. Before Abbot Entiel can breathe down my neck on my birthday. The abbot of the abbey school of Cor’lera treated Devlyn very poorly yet seemed most concerned that Devlyn complete his lengthy list of daily chores. Devlyn often wondered whether the poor treatment or the concern about chores were normal for a ward of the abbot, but now was not the time to be thinking too deeply about it.

			He tried to be quiet but, certain that he slept in the oldest bed in the school, he found it impossible to rise silently as a series of loud squeaks announced his slightest movement. Devlyn looked over toward Alex and saw him roll onto his stomach before pulling his pillow over his head.

			Devlyn moved across the room to his clothes conveniently discarded last night on the dresser next to Alex’s bed.

			Alex rolled over once again, his bleary eyes squinting at Devlyn from under the pillow.

			“Sorry, I tried to be quiet, but you know what that bed is like,” whispered Devlyn.

			Alex grunted something unrecognizable in return.

			“Those weren’t words, were they?”

			“Oh, don’t be smart so early.” Alex enunciated every word as he pulled himself upright.

			To Devlyn, Alex and he shared little resemblance. Only a year younger than Alex, Devlyn’s greater height and leanness contrasted with Alex’s broader shoulders and more muscled arms. Still, Devlyn was happy that they were evenly matched whenever they wrestled. Always insecure about his height, Devlyn tended to slouch to make himself appear shorter. His height, common to his Lucillian ancestry, was mocked among the pure and shorter Perrien villagers of Cor’lera.

			While their builds differed significantly, Devlyn thought the differences in their hair and facial features were even more distinct. Devlyn’s mostly brown hair held hints of black, blond, and red, while Alex’s hair was entirely blond, and his eyes were blue and had none of the angled features that marked Devlyn as a Lucillian with elven blood. Even more curious a difference was that Alex had rounded ears like everyone else’s in the area, not the pointy ones that went with the angled eyes.

			“I said, what are you moving about so early for? The rooster won’t crow for at least an hour; closer to two by the looks of it.”

			“I thought I’d get an early start on the day. Besides, how often am I given an hour or two without Ents breathing down my neck? It can be his birthday gift to me, although don’t mention it to him, he might try to steal it back.”

			“Oh.” Alex yawned. “That’s right, I forgot about that.” He rose from his bed with considerably less noise than Devlyn’s attempt. He made his way to his own clothes, also discarded in a pile atop the dresser. “Well in that case, I’ll give you some company. Consider it my gift to you; I can’t imagine our dear uncle, the abbot, doing one better. Happy thirteenth birthday, Dev.”

			The cousins dressed quickly and quietly before making their way down from the squat tower, out of the dormitory, and through the abbey school.

			Freezing air greeted them as they stepped outside, and Devlyn wrapped his arms about his chest hoping to keep as much warmth in his body as possible. His bed and blanket were suddenly very appealing.

			A gate separated the abbey school from the rest of the countryside, but there were no additional walls enclosing the grounds, making the gate rather useless.

			Walking toward the barn and stables near the gate, Devlyn mentioned that he’d woken early because he’d had that dream.

			“Again? I still don’t think it’s as unusual as you’re making it sound; beautiful women visit my dreams all the time.”

			“Never the same one though, in your case,” Devlyn retorted. Alex grinned and shrugged his shoulders in reply as they continued toward the school gate.

			“Anyway, that’s what I thought at first, just a normal dream, but something’s weird about it, not to mention its reoccurrence. It feels…real. And that lady! There’s something about her; she looks like a queen.” No need to mention his encounter with the bird of light, both in the dream and whatever it was that happened after, in case it would make Alex wonder about Devlyn’s mental state. His height and pointed ears made him different enough.

			“So, let me get this straight. Not only are you having vivid dreams, but you think there’s a queen out there destined to fall in love with you?” Alex’s right eyebrow raised skeptically.

			“Never mind. It’s only a dream.” Devlyn regretted saying anything.

			“Maybe I’ll find myself a noblewoman and we’ll run off to Gneal together.” Alex’s eyes glazed over as he looked past the gate.

			“Don’t you want to go somewhere other than Gneal?”

			“Why bother? Our family’s from there. I still don’t understand why we moved here in the first place.”

			“Probably to get away from that wretched council.”

			“Shh.” Alex turned back toward the school, returning a heated glare to Devlyn. “One of these days, old Ents will hear you. Remember what happened to the last student he heard say something negative about the Council of Perrien? Detention. For a month! You know Ents doesn’t care that you’re his nephew,” he hissed. Devlyn nodded and they continued in silence, reaching the chicken coop next to the gate as the stars faded in the promised light of the dawning sun.

			Holding the egg basket he’d grabbed earlier as they’d passed through the doorway of the school, Devlyn held the door to the coop open, about to enter, when Alex, looking down the eastern road leading to Cor’lera pointed to an approaching figure shrouded in the early fog.

			“There’s a man on a horse.”

			Curious about the traveler and well aware that his eyesight was much sharper than Alex’s, Devlyn squinted down the road too.

			“It’s not a man, it’s a woman.” At Devlyn’s words, Alex squinted harder, to no avail. He trusted Devlyn’s better eyesight though.

			“Maybe it’s your noblewoman. But if she falls in love with me first, you’ll have to accept and support us.”

			Aware that he needed to be in the abbot’s good graces, Devlyn turned back to the chicken coop to collect the eggs while Alex remained at the gate, watching the approaching traveler. Several more minutes passed before the rider was close enough for the boys to hear the clip clop of the horse trotting on the crunchy snow, drawing Devlyn back to his cousin’s side.

			“She’s coming to the abbey school; she just passed the last side road leading to the farms.”

			Placing his basket of eleven eggs on the snow, Devlyn stood next to Alex and looked past the gate. He could see her simple blue riding cloak and caught a glimpse of what looked like leaves cascading from the sleeves of her garment, unhindered by her riding cloak. Long, fiery red hair fell from beneath her hood.

			As she drew near the boys, the leaves seemed to disappear up her sleeves, taking away the incongruity of their appearance in a wintery scene. Devlyn thought that while Alex probably noticed the red hair, it was unlikely he’d also noticed the disappearing leaves.

			“Good morning,” she said with a small smile. Her silver-grey eyes seemed impossibly knowing, as though they could read Devlyn’s soul.

			“Welcome to the abbey school of Cor’lera, my lady,” Devlyn and Alex responded simultaneously with a bow in the proper manner instilled by the ei’ceuril at the abbey school. The proper manner of response also required them to introduce themselves, although the lady had not done so yet.

			“I’m Alexander, son of Clyde and Vine Vaerin, student of the abbey school of Cor’lera.”

			“My name’s Devlyn, son of Evellyn and Dolan Telvin.”

			Devlyn caught a spark of recognition in her eyes, a look he frequently noticed at the shops in the village when someone had found what they were looking for but did not want the merchant knowing their interest, hoping for a cheaper price. Devlyn felt uneasy with the similarity. His shoulders tensed reflexively.

			“I notice, Devlyn, that you mention your mother first. There isn’t a reason behind that, is there?”

			What does that matter? Unprepared to answer such an obscure question, Devlyn found himself saying, “It’s how everyone talks of my parents, my lady, as Evellyn and Dolan.” He did not want to say more about his parents. While having a deceased father was common enough, a mother branded as a criminal was more complicated. The lady would probably hear the gossip in Cor’lera soon enough, if she was that interested.

			“Still, it’s curious, in Perrien nonetheless,” she commented, and again with an odd look on her face.

			She knew more than she said. He had seen that look in Ents’ eyes at least five times a day. “Let me guess, my lady, you already heard the villagers gossiping.”

			“The villagers? No. As you can see, it’s still early, and I have not yet reached the village. Guards tend to not trust travelers who arrive before the sun does. But, I am aware of Evellyn and Dolan’s tragic story. My name is Velaria Treyven, and I assure you, I am not of noble birth, so you need not address me as lady. Also, this is not the first occasion that the waves of time have witnessed our meeting, Devlyn.”

			Devlyn shared the disbelief he caught on Alex’s face, but her claim of having met Devlyn before was harder to accept than her claim that she did not belong to a noble family.

			“Well, you’re obviously not from Perrien; you don’t look like anyone else here. But, maybe from the kingdoms to the south?” Alex pressed on. “After all, you are riding a horse at leisure.”

			A small smile made its way across Velaria’s face.

			“I have not enjoyed a time of leisure, as you say, Alexander, for several years now, let alone the past months. I’ve been traveling at great speed and with inadequate rest.”

			“I prefer to be called Alex.” Few, other than his mother, referred to him as Alexander, and even that occurred too often for him. Devlyn knew that the quickest way to get a bruised arm was to call him Alexander.

			“What could be so urgent for you to travel through Perrien in winter? Is Abbot Entiel expecting you? Surely all the mountain passes have been blocked by snow and ice, since Orenth most likely.” Alex’s annoyance with her use of his full name was reflected in the sharpness of his questions. And oddly she did not seem to mind the onslaught.

			“It’s certainly dreadful to travel this far north during the winter. And yes, it’s common for passes to be blocked as early as late fall, and weeks beyond the first of spring,” Velaria replied politely. “Fortunately, not every pass was barred. The urgency comes from the Ceurtriarch, the Seven Chairs of Septyl, and the Aryl of Lucillia who have sent me on this task.”

			“What’s an aryl, and why are they important?” asked Alex.

			Devlyn did not think his cousin intended to be rude, but it certainly sounded that way. Devlyn knew that the Ceurtriarch was the head of the Ei’ceuril, but he had never heard of the seven chairs of septyl or an aryl.

			Velaria’s eyes drifted south, and Devlyn imagined he saw something resembling regret in them, perhaps sadness, as the slanted lines angled downward.

			“An aryl is two people who are the united head of an elven house; they act as one in carrying out the duties of the office. Queen Vernal and King Harnyl Roendryn are the Aryl of Lucillia.” Before either Devlyn or Alex could respond, Velaria continued. “I was sent to the eastern province of the kingdom of Perrien, once called Parendior, to inquire about a particular Cor’leran family, Evellyn’s family.”
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			Unspoken Tale

		

		
			A confusing array of emotions crashed over Devlyn at hearing his mother’s name. Perhaps it’s a different Evellyn, he told himself, desperately trying to still his confusion, frustration, and sense of abandonment. He cast the thought aside immediately to focus on the gravity of a situation requiring the attention of the Ceurtriarch, a king and queen, and whatever those chairs were. Devlyn’s greatest concern was that he represented the last of that family remaining in Cor’lera, and he had a hunch that this pointy-eared Lucillian woman knew that.

			“I’m sorry, but all I know about my mother is what I’ve been told from others, and it’s nothing that is worth the inquiry of a foreign king and queen.” Devlyn choked on his own words. “And all I’ve heard are horrendous accounts connecting me to a dreadful woman.” Only two people had chosen not to condemn his mother, Brother Bernard and Walei, but neither had lived in Cor’lera at the time of the incident.

			“It saddens me to hear Evellyn reduced in memory to the word dreadful by her youngest child. Do not believe all you were told; we live in an age of deception.” Velaria swung herself off the horse and stood before the boys.

			They stared at the woman, in awe of the first person to ever denounce village gossip as a lie. The ei’ceuril at the abbey school preached that those who did so were the true deceivers.

			“Would you like to hear the truth?”

			“How could I take what you say as truth, when you so quickly condemn others for lying?” Devlyn wasn’t going to be taken in so easily.

			“Even a lie can imitate the truth, but it cannot replace it. Only the truth can expose a lie. If the truth is unknown, and remains unknown, the deception endures. Does that make the deception true?” asked Velaria in a matter-of-fact way.

			He looked unwillingly into her silver-grey eyes.

			“What do they say of Evellyn, here?” asked Velaria.

			Devlyn felt his stomach twist in uncertainty. Despite a small glimmer of hope that everything he had been told about his mother and father was a lie, he couldn’t help his immediate reaction. She abandoned me! Now I’m a ward of a school and my uncle, the abbot, hates me!

			The little hope Devlyn reserved toward a belief in his mother’s innocence vanished at the reminder of his status as orphan and ward.

			“The villagers thought my parents odd; they say their family life was barbaric. Only greed fueled them. They say that the struggle reached its climax when my mother had had enough, and in her vile nature murdered my father and mutilated my sister. Witnesses saw my sister screaming and running from town toward the Illumined Wood leaving only a trail of blood behind. They say that someone her age had no chance of survival within the forest.

			“My mother vanished into the night with my half-brother, along with all her relatives, leaving me here, crying on my father’s body. Abbot Entiel and the other ei’ceuril at the abbey school say that my father wrought his own fate by wedding Evellyn and later having children with her. They said he did it to collect the profits of the Cor Inn. They said that he paid the ultimate price for marrying one of Evellyn’s kind, and that he should have stayed in Gneal with his motherless son after leaving Cor’lera in the first place. And the abbot, my father’s own brother, says that I’m no relative of his. Even among my remaining family, I’m a stranger!” Devlyn found himself panting and paused to settle his breathing.

			 “Is that what you believe?” The question was soft, but firm.

			“How could I believe otherwise? There’s no reason for me to doubt my entire village, even if Walei says differently.” Devlyn could feel the anger rising.

			“What has Waleisius told you?”

			“Walei only says that she didn’t do it.” The tiny reserve of hope he had for his mother flared.

			“And why don’t you believe him?”

			“He did not live here then, how could he know?” His mind and heartbeat relaxed, his voice steadied.

			“True, but like myself, he knew your mother and father, and knows the account fed to you was fabricated to disguise the actual crime.”

			Devlyn had asked every villager in Cor’lera, and except for Walei and Brother Bernard, was told the same ugly story. Whenever he asked why his mother had done such a thing, everyone said that it was her vile Lucillian nature—his nature, tainted with elven blood. Always trying to understand why, he probed different villagers whenever he had the chance, and had run out of new villagers to ask just last year. He had asked them all the same questions and had learned nothing different. Every story was the same, nothing new, and nothing left out, as if they read the story from a book word for word.

			That small part of him buried deep within ached to hear of his mother’s innocence, even though it would not return his father from his early grave.

			“Would you like to hear what I have to share with you?”

			A few moments passed before Devlyn nodded yes.

			“Shall we go for a short walk then? The invitation is open to you as well, Alexander.”

			“I’m not sure. We have chores to do and our uncle isn’t the most forgiving when it comes to tardiness. And please, call me Alex.”

			“The choice is yours, Alexander.” Velaria ignored the repeated request to shorten his name. “I do think you would benefit from the conversation if you joined us.”

			Her phrasing led Devlyn to think that she referred to something other than simply listening.

			Alex’s struggle was clear. Should he follow orders or continue to listen to this stranger who claimed to possess knowledge no one else in Cor’lera seemed to have? His family, especially on his mother’s side, was known to value skepticism.

			“Come on, Alex. It would be nice to have another set of ears.” Devlyn hoped his support for continuing to talk to the woman would prevent Alex from abandoning him with this stranger. “She might be fabricating a wild story, but maybe it is the truth! You know how much I want to understand what happened all those years ago. Everything is so fogged over as it is.”

			Eyes downcast under a set brow, Alex considered his options.

			“Most of the eggs are already collected anyway,” Devlyn pressed, “and besides, Ents will hold me to blame over you any day.”

			“Fine, because it is still early, but you know he won’t be happy if we’re late for breakfast. You’re lucky it’s your birthday, Dev.”

			Velaria had waited patiently as they bickered about chores until deciding it had gone on long enough.

			“Well, if it’s all settled, how about that walk.” She turned and led her horse away from the road. Clearly, she expected them to follow.

			Devlyn and Alex caught up with her quickly. Good thing she’s no longer on that horse, Devlyn thought as he eyed its beautiful coat appreciatively.

			Velaria led them quietly west through the snow toward the Bethyl River, hidden from the abbey school and the village of Cor’lera by a stunted hill. The river was still frozen even though spring officially arrived today.

			“Well?” asked Alex after they had gone a fair distance. Velaria seemed amused by his impatience.

			“Well, to begin, you should know that Evellyn is no murderer. Simply imagining her committing such a crime is unthinkable and murdering her beloved husband even less so.”

			Devlyn’s small reserve of hope grew by the second, even though he did not necessarily trust Velaria, a complete stranger. Although she had so far not provided proof, a memory of a graceful voice sprang in his mind, saying his name affectionately, a voice heard long ago.

			Noticing his expression, Velaria continued, “Yes, it truly is wonderful news, isn’t it? I too find it spectacular, even though I’ve never considered otherwise. I can only imagine how welcome it is for you. Surely, you sense the truth behind it.”

			“I suppose so, but how could you know this when no one else seems to?” asked Devlyn.

			“Yes, how do you know this? The villagers and the ei’ceuril at the abbey school say that no one was present except those involved. And Devlyn here is the only eyewitness left in the village, and he was only two then.” Alex crossed his arms, skepticism clear.

			“Regrettably, I too was not present. Surely if I had been, history would have been recorded differently,” Velaria replied somberly before turning to Devlyn with compassion brimming in her eyes. “And you would still call the Cor Inn your home, filled with family and mirth aplenty,” she added in her more usual authoritative manner.

			“The Ceurtriarch, the Seven Chairs, and the Aryl of Lucillia have cause to believe that the stories spreading through Cor’lera were nothing more than a hoax, a deliberate act to keep anyone from asking too many questions. While I could tell you how I believe the events played out, I know someone whose account you might trust above my own, so I’ll allow him to explain instead.”

			Devlyn looked to her, a single eyebrow raised. He’d been hoping to hear her tell the story and now she wanted him to wait to hear it from some one else? “And who might that be?”

			“Your half-brother, Liam.”

			Devlyn’s heart froze in his chest. He knew he had a brother, just as he knew from the stories that he had a sister, but from what he’d been told, Liam was part of the conspiracy. “And how might I hear his account?”

			“We believe that your family, all thirty-four of them, were abducted the night you were left behind and taken to the cells of Gneal, including your mother and brother. We hope that Evellyn is still in Gneal, but we also doubt that they would have left her there all this time. However, we have reasonable cause to assume that Liam and the rest of your family never left those cells.” Velaria turned and gazed eastward.

			Devlyn found himself staring in the opposite direction. He knew little of geography, but from the few maps he had seen, he knew that Gneal lay far to the west, across the River Arvil.

			“Let me get this straight,” said Alex. “You think our entire village was fed a hoax, a package of lies, and you want us to travel to Gneal so Devlyn can hear a different account from a murderer?”

			Velaria remained silent, her back to them.

			Enflamed by her silence, Alex took up his rant again. “This is nonsense! We wasted our morning and an early start on our chores. We’re leaving.” Alex turned to walk back to Devlyn, only a handful of paces away.

			“Devlyn would be stricken if you decided not to accompany him to Gneal.” Velaria continued to gaze eastward.

			Alex gasped in disbelief as he turned. “Are you out of your mind? Ask anyone in our village and they’ll tell you what Evellyn did. There’s no way Devlyn believes that rubbish you spat at us. And to follow you to Gneal? You’ll only increase his nightmares now, his waking in cold sweats. Is that what you want?”

			“Perhaps, you should ask him before continuing to place words in his mouth. I believe he is quite capable of speaking for himself, Alexander.”

			Devlyn turned to them, noticing that Alex struggled to hold something back. “You’re certain they’re there, in Gneal? I’m tired of living in the shadows of lies.”

			“You believe her—this stranger?” Alex couldn’t believe that Devlyn was giving credence to Velaria’s story.

			“Don’t you understand what this could mean? I can find my family and find out what really happened.”

			“I’m your family, and I believe our neighbors, you know, the people we grew up with. The ones who have taken care of us our entire lives. I’ve no reason to doubt them! And neither do you.”

			“What if they don’t know what really happened? They might not be actively deceiving us, simply repeating gossip, passing on what they’ve heard. All they truly know is what they saw, and what they saw was a little boy, me, crying on my father’s corpse and my mother’s family vanished in the night.”

			“But, to leave Cor’lera for Gneal! Ents would track us down before we made it to the closest village. Not to mention the distance; we won’t get there for at least a month.”

			“Two and a half moons actually,” interjected Velaria.

			Devlyn pressed on but looked to his feet rather than at Alex. “I have no one else to ask. The entire village looks at me as the son of a murderer. There’s no future for me here, you know that.”

			“You’re more interested in running away from Cor’lera than whatever falsehoods this stranger is feeding you.”

			Devlyn’s face reddened. “You said you wanted to go to Gneal.”

			“Not with a stranger.”

			“The choice belongs to you alone, Alexander,” said Velaria, interrupting again. “You don’t have to decide now, but I don’t intend on remaining in Cor’lera more than three days.”

			“How will we let you know what we decide?” asked Devlyn, eager to hear what actually happened from his brother.

			“I won’t leave without hearing your decision. If you do decide to go to Gneal, it’s best that you pack what you might need sooner than later.” Eyeing them both, she added, “The clothes you’re wearing are fine for travel in the snow. Horses would be useful, but they’ve grown sparse in this region in recent times, so we’ll have to do without. Our pace will regrettably be slower than I had hoped, but nothing can be done about that. Saying any farewells could prove disastrous, so tell no one. Whatever you decide, I will leave after the sun sets, while the village sleeps, in three days.

			“With that, I must go now. I have some errands to see to in the village. Take care and good morning. Oh, and Devlyn, you really shouldn’t slouch; it’s bad for your back and quite unbecoming.” With that she remounted, turned the horse east and rode off.

			Left speechless, more from her last comment than from the entire encounter, Devlyn turned back to the school where his chores remained incomplete and with his back straight. At least the eggs are collected. Alex followed, the two walking quickly to avoid being late, and not discussing their encounter or whether they would go to Gneal.

			Making good time, they arrived shortly following the rooster’s crow. From the barn door they watched the sun climb above the Illumined Wood, casting wondrous colors across the eastern sky, reflecting off the trees below and marking the start of a cold first of spring, a new year, and Devlyn’s birthday.

			“And to think, we haven’t had breakfast yet. I never thought so much could happen before the sun rose! You’re lucky it’s your birthday, Dev. You owe me when mine comes around.” Alex shoved Devlyn playfully.

			And as they spent the first sunlit hour of the day feeding the hens and milking the cows, Devlyn’s mind churned with thoughts of his mother, his family, and what he might discover in Gneal. Not least too, was the possibility of never returning to the abbey school and the awful Abbot Entiel.

			 Once they finished the chores, they walked together back to the abbey school for breakfast, carefully carrying the eggs and two very full pails of milk.
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			Cor’lera

		

		
			The pompous Abbot Entiel waited for them at the side entrance, his pristine white robes without a single wrinkle. Ents was clearly ready to scold, although it was also obvious that he had no intention of trudging through the snow to deliver that scolding. He first looked at his nephew, Alex, and then to his other nephew, Devlyn, less-than-family, and lastly to the eggs and milk carried between them.

			Abbot Entiel seemed disappointed at the lost chance to hassle Devlyn before breakfast, but he managed to contrive something to pick at anyways.

			“Well, since Alex had pity for and aided the poor pointy-eared Lucillian this morning, you can start by following me to the kitchens,” he said. “But since it is a special day, Devlyn, you need only stay a short while. Alex, you may go once you have left the milk.”

			Devlyn dared not inquire why he was needed in the kitchen, nor why it would be only a short while, but followed the abbot through the kitchen door, focused on not spilling any of the milk or eggs. Alex quickly deposited the pail he carried on the counter and slipped back out to the hallway before disappearing up the stairs to the dormitory.

			“Now, several items must be collected from town for this evening’s party,” Abbot Entiel instructed, managing to make it sound like a lecture. “Since we must remain here and see to final preparations, you are the only one available to run to town and back. Before classes begin, of course.”

			Devlyn placed the eggs and milk atop the counter as Abbot Entiel rambled on.

			The abbot’s tone changed remarkably, his excitement showing as he described in fine detail the luxuries that would be served at the party and listed some of the guests who had been invited. Devlyn interrupted to ask why the party was being held.

			“Bloody Lucillians!” the abbot spluttered. “Never have I known one so discourteous. One would think that an extended residence at an abbey school under ei’ceuril guidance would have taught some manners,” he snarled, making it clear that Devlyn was more of a ward of the school than a student or nephew.

			“Natures such as yours, I’m afraid to admit, simply cannot be corrected, even after years of reformation. You really are fortunate that we agreed to your staying here, in spite of all our failed attempts to properly educate you. How could we have known you would turn out the way you have, even without your mother’s influence—you were only a toddler. While such failure weighs heavily on us, we know the fault is not ours. Your mother’s blood simply runs too thick through your veins.

			“As for the party, my brother, General Lex, will be stopping by our modest village this afternoon on a routine inspection of Cor’lera. As he was born and raised here, the Council of Perrien agreed that he would best serve Perrien with the protection and security of the entirety of Parendior. My dear sister decided that we should hold a party, truth be told. Once she learned that Lex was returning to Cor’lera for a routine visit, not a moment passed before she began preparing for a party of sorts.”

			Devlyn stopped listening when the abbot failed to consider that through his father, Devlyn was also the nephew of General Lex and their party-planning sister and shifted his focus on putting the eggs and milk in their proper places.

			“Is this the same general that hunted down that murderous Lucillian, Evellyn, and her family?” asked Magister Elias as he entered the kitchen, interrupting the abbot mid-sentence.

			Rather than being bothered by this interruption, the abbot seemed delighted, especially since the event mentioned was his favorite of his brother’s achievements.

			“Oh yes, he’s most recognized for that bit of justice served. He was the head of the village guard at the time and organized them on that awful night when Dolan was murdered, not that anyone really missed Dolan after he died. He also led the hunt for that wretched woman and her vile family.”

			“Pah, they should’ve taken this one as well. Leaving a toddler to be cared for by ei’ceuril! What was that brother of yours thinking?” asked Magister Elias.

			I bet you would have liked that, Lex leading me off to Gneal in chains with my family, Devlyn thought as he turned away from the now stored eggs and milk toward the other two, catching the smirk on the abbot’s face, as if he’d heard Devlyn’s thoughts. And from the look in his eyes, Devlyn realized that there was nothing the abbot wanted more than to see him locked in a cell.

			Rather than voice his longing desire though, he spoke with an emotionless voice. “No, Perrien is far too preoccupied to concern itself over insignificant boys. He will simply have to remain with us and we can only hope that his foul nature will realign while under our protection. Speaking of which, why are you still here, boy, you’ll be late for class as it is.”

			Abbot Entiel drew a piece of parchment from a pocket deep in his robes and held it before Devlyn’s face. “Not one item is to be overlooked. My sister prepared this list. She’ll have only the best for our dear brother, so remember that if one item is not up to par, you will make a second trip following your lessons.” The abbot punctuated his words by waving the list in short sharp strokes before Devlyn’s nose. From another pocket he drew out a bulging purse and handed it over with a threatening glare that said what he really thought more fiercely than words could ever convey. Devlyn had never held a purse so heavy, the copper lewts and iron angots jangling in his palm through the leather. Old Ents would never trust him with a full golden crown, let alone a silver jent.

			A single glance at the list was enough to overwhelm Devlyn. It was an unbelievable length; who could require so much for a simple party? “There’s no way I’ll be able to haul all of this back from town,” he said, not daring to mention the amount of time it would waste.

			“Always complaining. Very well, you can take the donkey and cart if you must. Now get on with yourself.”

			“Yes, hurry along. And you’re not to be late for my lesson either,” added Elias.

			“Yes, Magister Elias. Is there anything else, Abbot Entiel?” asked Devlyn, his tone cautious as he paused for the answer. Receiving no response, he left the kitchen, list and purse in hand.

			“I wonder if it’s the shape of their ears; perhaps they hear differently.” Elias’s voice carried clearly from behind the closed door.

			Although Devlyn did not hear the abbot’s response, he doubted he would need a lot of creativity to imagine the vulgar reply.

			Happy to be away from those two, he headed through the snow again toward the stables. Without wasting any time, Devlyn led the donkey from the stall and hitched him to a cart and was soon guiding it to the village in the winter-cold first day of spring morning.

			Thoughts coursed through Devlyn’s mind as he traveled across the snow-packed road to Cor’lera, particularly of his uncle, General Lex. His involvement eleven years ago had made him quite famous in Perrien where everyone considered him a hero for his leadership in the apprehension of Devlyn’s mother and the rest of her family. Rumors were that Lex had personally dragged them before the Council of Perrien for trial in Gneal, resulting in their permanent incarceration.

			What Velaria had told him earlier about his mother troubled him greatly. If Valeria’s account was true, then Lex was anything but a hero. Despite the conflicting stories, he worried about the coincidence of the arrivals of both Velaria and Lex on the same day. It seemed unplanned and simply unfortunate, which Devlyn highly doubted; it was all too convenient.

			Even with the novelty of being allowed to take the donkey and cart, the clopping of the donkey’s hooves and the high-pitched squealing of the rusted wheels faded as his mind raced.

			The road required little attention; he traveled it often and knew it better than most, especially during the winter months when few willingly braved the cold and snow-covered road connecting the abbey school and many of the farms to Cor’lera. And the donkey needed little guidance on a road he too had often traveled.

			Lost in his thoughts, Devlyn paid little attention to his surroundings as they rolled along. He kept his head down and his hood drawn, shielding his face and neck from the frigid wind. The road that stretched from the abbey school to the village was rarely used. The farmers who lived between the two did take their produce in to the village for sale, but they rarely left their lands during the winter months. And with the main road to Cor’lera coming from the south and leading to other villages and eventually west across the River Arvil, travelers had no need to use the road to the abbey school.

			Before reaching the west gate of Cor’lera that would take him to the shops within the original village, the many buildings more recently built outside the walls came into view. Every time Devlyn visited the village on various errands for the abbot, he saw a building that had not previously been there. Cor’lera was growing quickly and who knew when, or if, construction would cease.

			Is everyone in Gneal trying to get away from that council? Devlyn asked himself, imagining how horrible it had to be in the capital city.

			Heavy galloping from behind interrupted his thoughts. Since it didn’t seem that the horse was slowing at all, Devlyn steered the donkey and cart to the edge of the narrow road and continued at the donkey’s slow and steady pace.

			The rider paid no attention to Devlyn as he passed swiftly by but was easily recognized as a Perrien soldier by both his grey cloak with a white emblem and the large grey courser he rode on.

			Once, the iconic grey coursers of Perrien and Parendior had been horses commonly available to all. However, over the past several decades, the Council of Perrien confiscated all the grey coursers and reserved their use primarily for soldiers and, of course, anyone else who could afford a new premium tax allowing their use.

			The Perrien crest derived from the beautiful horses: a grey rider on a grey courser galloping on a field of white, much like the soldier that had rushed past. The strong grey coursers of Perrien were objects of envy to the southern kingdoms, where their steeds never compared favorably.

			Devlyn reached the edge of Cor’lera, the part that stood outside its walls, too newly constructed and too ever-expanding to have a wall of its own. At the pace the village increased, who could tell when or even where the new wall would have to stand? The original section of the village sat mostly level atop the hill, leaving the slopes as the only option for new construction, some sections steeper than others. The part of the village outside the walls was now larger than what stood within. The new residents had traveled across the River Arvil into Parendior shortly after the Council of Perrien claimed the vast land east of the Arvil as their own, doubling the size of Perrien.

			Most of the buildings outside the old wall were the homes and shops of the newcomers because there simply was not enough room within to house them. They had brought much wealth to Cor’lera and Devlyn always found it odd how the buildings outside the walls housed the wealthiest of Cor’lera’s villagers, whereas in nearly all the other villages and towns, the wealthy occupied the inner walled area. In looking to maintain their economic status, these wealthy newcomers sought to monopolize the ice grapes known to only grow between the Bethyl and the Illumined Wood. So far, many of the vineyards still belonged to their original owners rather than to the newcomers. Devlyn knew this infuriated the newcomers, forcing them to purchase the ice grapes from the vineyards. Most of the shops in this district sold the much valued, much sought Cor’leran Blue ice wine.

			Devlyn’s list included items available only in this district, so the cart already held a number of packages by the time he reached the gate where an aged man stood guard. Well-known by the guard due to his many trips to Cor’lera on errands, he was readily granted entrance, although the man seemed a bit unsettled. Devlyn could only assume it related to the soldier who galloped up to the gate—perhaps he had passed through without slowing or stopping?

			The buildings on the street opposite the gate were the typical Cor’leran structures with thatched roofs and plastered wooden walls. Devlyn located the first of the shops he needed, just a few buildings away from the gate. Since the west gate was originally intended for farmers in the surrounding area, most of the shops along this road offered ideal locations to sell their wares. The road eventually crossed the main street, where the two formed a spacious square.

			Devlyn managed to put a small dent in the abbot’s list before reaching the village square. A thrum of noise reached his ears before he saw the gathered crowd. What’s this all about? he wondered, knowing that Cor’lerans spent little time in the harsh chill.

			Among the usual sounds of a crowd, Devlyn could hear a loud voice, and when he reached the outer rim of the square, he recognized General Lex standing atop a newly constructed platform. The soldier who had passed Devlyn on the road stood at the general’s side. No less than twenty additional Perrien soldiers stood behind and around the platform, all fully armed and clad in their grey cloaks.

			From the back of the crowd, Devlyn couldn’t catch all the general’s words but did hear him speak about the superiority of the humans of Perrien over their enemies to the south. He also caught a reference to foul-souled wielders. Devlyn had only heard rumors of wielders but had never met one. Once, when he was young, he asked Abbot Entiel whether they really existed and in response, the abbot hit Devlyn full across the face and forbade him from ever mentioning the witches. After that, Devlyn never again spoke of wielders, although he kept his ears open for any mention whenever he walked about in the village.

			Prone to gossip, Cor’lerans often spoke in hushed tones, but also often mentioned wielders. Devlyn overheard some speak hopefully of the Ei’ana returning, but others spoke critically about the southern witches.

			Today was such an occasion. The general himself loudly proclaimed his denouncement of Lucillians and wielders alike.

			“They are nothing more than corruptors of nature and destroyers of peoples!” Lex preached from his platform. “Never forget what happened in Yanil all those years ago! Their own wielders brought Nauto’s Wrath on their capital, leaving the entire city drowned beneath the waves! The Yanilean outlawed wielding as a crime punishable by death in his country! Imagine, two thousand years without anything unnatural or devastating occurring.”

			Devlyn was unfamiliar with Yanil, but that was not the case for many in the gathered crowd, for they proudly cheered the general on.

			Devlyn noticed that the only ones in the crowd not applauding were by and large the slouching Lucillians and noticed that he too had resumed slouching among the crowd.

			Every Lucillian in Cor’lera slouched in an effort to diminish their height. They also covered their pointed ears with scarves or hoods and kept their grey eyes with hints of green downcast, to avoid being on the receiving end of spiteful looks. Lucillians were of an older folk, like many others whose ancestors had lived between the Bethyl and Illumined Wood, unlike this new folk who could only trace one to three generations in the village.

			Tiring of his uncle’s hateful ranting and aware of time passing, Devlyn guided the donkey and cart around the outskirts of the crowd and down the street, toward the main body of the shops.

			Side street after side street, shop after shop, the lewts and angots decreased with every visit. Finally, the cart was nearly full and only one item remained on the list, his Aunt Vine’s favorite candies, only found in an obscure shop filled with baubles of a foreign nature, a shop owned by Walei, or rather Waleisius, but usually called Walei.

			Walei’s shop was on the easternmost edge of Cor’lera, nearest the Illumined Wood where most of the Lucillian population lived. Devlyn had always wondered whether a connection existed between Lucillians and the Illumined Wood. He remembered hearing that those with elven blood had some sort of intimacy with nature. Never truly feeling sentimental about trees, Devlyn simply doubted it altogether. But if what they said about the elves and their intimacy with nature was true, then the elven blood in him and the other Lucillians must have run dry with their supposed immortality, leaving behind only angled features, long pointed ears, and a freakish height.

			Aunt Vine was Alex’s mother, and like her two living brothers, she had no love for Devlyn or any Lucillian tainted with elven blood. But she did love the candies Walei carried. Walei claimed to import the candies from a southern city; the precise location he refused to disclose. Walei was friendly enough to the villagers and most of them paid only as much mind to him as he paid to them—almost none.

			The neighbors found him curious; after all, as far back as the villagers could remember, Walei and his grown daughter were the only people to have moved to Cor’lera from a kingdom outside of Perrien. The villagers’ memories stretched back generations.

			Walei refrained from sharing his own opinions on the broader world and never mentioned the Lucillian Alliance. He seemed to care only for his small shop, which served the village well, especially since many of them, like Aunt Vine, enjoyed the unique and exotic wares he collected from the south.

			For reasons beyond Devlyn’s understanding, Walei even managed to stay out of the debate surrounding the superiority of Perrien and full-blooded humans.

			Devlyn walked through the shop door and saw Walei stocking and organizing the shelves, his usual occupation when no customers needed attention. “Hello, Master Waleisius. How’s everything today?” asked Devlyn.

			“Just Walei, Master Devlyn,” replied Walei without turning from the shelves. The back of his head showed his thick greying hair. With Walei’s round body and even rounder face, Devlyn doubted that anyone had ever considered Walei thin; no fewer than three chins supported his cheery face. Sometimes, Devlyn could swear he counted four.

			“Are you here for another batch of candies for your aunt? She’s my best patron, you know.”

			“And you know my visits are dependent on uncle Ents’s supply of my aunt’s favorite candies. Although, if he heard you refer to her as my aunt, you would get an earful of how it simply is not plausible for tainted elven blood to mix with a full-blooded human. I’ve also heard him say that once his brother married my mother, the relations between my father and him ceased to exist. Anyway, the order is quite large today.” Devlyn really didn’t want to discuss his uncle.

			“Ah. It’s not for that party the good ol’ abbot is throwing tonight, is it?”

			“Well, yeah, how’d you hear?”

			“Call it a lucky guess. Although a talkative village helps.” A smirking Walei turned away from the shelves. “Well, my young friend, how much do you need this time?”

			Pulling the list out of his pack, Devlyn showed the amount to Walei.

			“That’s a bit more than usual, I wonder how much is intended for the party and how much for your aunt.” Walei waddled to the storeroom, chuckling the entire way, his large belly rumbling with every chortle.

			While Devlyn waited, he peered at the shelves holding items of all shapes and sizes and colors.

			“By the way,” hollered Walei from the back room, “it seems that I’m not the only foreigner in Cor’lera this week.”

			“What makes you say that?” asked Devlyn, paying more attention to a small glass figurine depicting a bird engulfed in flames than to his friend. The bird and the fire appeared to dance before his eyes; in fact, Devlyn thought they actually moved.

			“You mean you haven’t heard? A finely dressed woman strolling about town, looks like a noblewoman, I’d say Lucillian, but her hair’s all wrong. Never known a Lucillian to have locks of red such as those.”

			Turning from the figurine, Devlyn shifted his attention back to Walei, realizing that he spoke of Velaria. “Do you think she’s up to something? I mean, where do you think she’s from?”

			“Couldn’t say. Haven’t seen hair that red in any of my travels. Couldn’t rightly place her. Although her stature and physical features do remind me of Lucillians, so perhaps she has some of that elven blood in her. Have you met?” Walei held a suspicious look in his eyes as he waddled back to Devlyn.

			“I think I’d remember seeing a noblewoman.” Devlyn’s eyes were glued to his feet and he turned slightly away from his friend, figuring the fewer people who knew of his meeting with Velaria the better.

			“Hmm. Perhaps you’d be a better liar if you didn’t care about the person you lied to.”

			“What’re you talking about?”

			“You really shouldn’t lie,” said Walei, before continuing in a hushed tone, “but I suppose it a necessary precaution. It’s all right; you don’t have to explain yourself. Velaria and I go way back. She’s a secretive woman, like as not, she probably asked that you not mention your meeting. Although she would never lie, she detests lies and liars. She finds her way around telling the truth without uttering a single deceptive word. Quite the art form, really. Anyway, I won’t say too much here, it’s not safe, you see. She’s trustworthy though. You have no need to worry about her steering you astray.”

			“How…” Devlyn didn’t know what question to follow with, leaving him mouth agape.

			“How indeed. You’ll know when we meet again. But that won’t be for quite a while, I think. You should be on your way. May we merrily greet each other again one day.”

			With more questions roiling in his mind than when he’d started out, Devlyn was kindly sent out of the shop after handing over the last three lewts and ten angots. He placed the parcel of candies in the cart and as he untethered the donkey, the unkempt Cor Inn caught his eye. Overwhelmed by unanswered questions, he led the donkey and cart to the side of the abandoned inn and sought the back entrance to what had once been his home.
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