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      “I don’t care if you like it, Landford. It isn’t an option, it’s an order.”

      Landford puffed, shaking his head, aware of how this time, the view outside the window wasn’t enough to distract him. For years, the sight of the waterfall had transported him away from his father’s screams and punishments.

      “Stop using your brother as an excuse.”

      The tremor in Landford’s hands increased and a tightness in his chest became unbearable.

      “Why? Isn’t he your pardon for everything?”

      The bright blue of his father’s eyes darted at him full of hate and disgust, making Landford hoped once more that the only resemblance between them was that color, and their dark hair.

      “Get out.” he said, turning his back to him.

      Unsure if it was fear or bravery that stopped him from leaving, he yelled what for years had piled on his soul.

      “Our mother dead has nothing to do with Thornton’s birth. It was you who killed her.”

      “Shut up!” He hit the wooden table. “You may be old enough to escape a physical punishment from me. Don’t make me show you how I teach lessons to the fools your age.”

      Landford straightened up and stared at his father’s eyes, certain those lessons were worse than his usual dose. Still, his desire to test it kept growing. 

      “You are my successor, and believe me, I hate it as much as you do. I will drag your butt to the armory if I must. I’m a colonel in this army. My son won’t be a deserter.”

      “I told you before. I’m not joining the army!”

      Landford slammed the door and stomped away. However, when it opened again, he walked inside the first room and jumped out the window. He had done it before, and although his legs were numb for a couple of seconds when his heals hit the ground, it didn’t stop him, and he ran as fast as possible towards the woods.

      Living in that house had been a hell all his life. But after his grandfather died, things turned for the worse. He had no one to talk to, and Thornton still needed him. Some days he wished he followed his father’s example, and deny his brother’s existence, but he couldn’t. He wouldn’t do that to his mother’s memory.

      As he ran, the trees of Laconia’s forest became tighter and the sound of the magnificent waterfall more powerful. If he had a machete, all the branches that scratched his face and arms would have received the punishment he had thought his father deserved.

      All of a sudden, the bare rock of the waterfall cliff blocked his way, giving him three options; jump into the river far below, go back and confront his problems, or ascent the mountain. The rational side of his mind wasn’t working, so he pulled his sleeves up and climbed.

      Anyone born in Laconia had at least once tried to reach the top of the waterfall, but there was a right path and a proper course to do it. Most stopped midway, enjoyed the view, and descended. Only a few had made it all the way up. They all claimed the sight to be breathtaking. Landford agreed it was breathtaking. Years ago, when he climbed up, the effort left him breathless, but the actual view from that height wasn’t worth it. Too many clouds blocked everything but a dark line on the horizon where the Soto Forest rested in Hune.

      The back of his mind warned him of being on the wrong side of the cliff, where the constant wind smoothed the rock formation, making it hard to find places to hold on to. Landford started to have problems bouldering, but the voice of his father was still too loud in his head, so he kept going.

      As he ascended, the trees seemed to have shrunk, making their foliage look like grass. A distant yell got his attention, but when he turned, he saw nothing. The mountain ledge above him jutted out, blocking his way. From where he stood, it was difficult to find a crack to grab onto while he pulled himself up. He tried to move to the side, but the rock he used as a lever for his foot gave out and the fracture where his hand rested crumbled.

      In less than a second, the emptiness of the void between him and the bottom of the forest was all he felt, and air was the only thing around him. He closed his eyes and held his breath.

      Once he reached the top of the trees, he covered his head with his arms. The branches smashed against his body scratching him. He thought he was ready to hit the ground, but nothing would have prepared him for the strong blow to his back that sent a sharp pain inside of him and pushed all the air out of his lungs. A loud crack accompanied by a burning sensation followed, and he was sure it had been his bones. His mind flashed a strange question, though. Did he want to live or die? And like that, he opened his eyes.

      The bright blue sky shone above him, and the waterfall’s rhythmic sound filled his ears. A few seconds later, he heard birds and the treetops bouncing in the wind. He didn’t dare move. Every inch of his body felt as if someone had ripped it apart and compressed it together at the same time. The air seemed to burn his lungs, making breathing hard to do. The worst was his head, though, which kept spinning and pulsing.

      At his side, the bushes moved, and not long after, footsteps approached him. He tried to sit up, but his stomach disagreed and forced him to lay down to avoid throwing up.

      The green leaves opened and a girl with a brownish braid stopped in his tracks and covered a scream.

      “For the gods, you are alive… How are you alive? I saw you fall—you were climbing on the wrong side—you fell… it was so high. You can’t—”

      “Not that high.” Landford said and managed to sit up. “Not that high.”

      She stared at him, and then at the mountain, before turning back to him. “It was really high, how can—”

      “See! It wasn’t so high. I would be dead. You wanted me dead?”

      “No! I wouldn’t—”

      Landford almost collapsed trying to get up. She rushed to him but wasn’t strong enough and half caught him slowing his fall. “Stay here. I’ll get—”

      “No. I don’t want any help. I’m fine, just need to…” he covered his eyes when everything spun for a moment.

      “Let me see.” She knelt in front of him and carefully moved his hand. “You opened your head. You are bleeding, I can find my—”

      “No, please.” He stared at her, fearing that others would learn about his fall and wondering why her dark eyes made him feel so peaceful. “I don’t want any—”

      She nodded and although she barely touched his forehead, he flinched.

      “You can’t move, though.” She sat in front of him and handed him a handkerchief from her skirt pocket. “You may want to clean the blood before anyone sees you.”

      Landford grabbed it, but he didn’t do it right, so she moved closer and took the piece of fabric from him. He couldn’t remember the last time someone took care of him like that, as if her touch could hurt him more. He also realized her hair had different shades of brown in it, and freckles covered her nose.

      “I don’t want to bother you but… you need to tell—”

      Landford shook his head and stood up. The ground seemed to move for a second, but he didn’t lose his balance.

      “I’m fine.” He took a few steps backwards, “thanks for the…” he showed her the handkerchief.  “I’m all right,” and before she said anything else, he left.
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      The walk to his house was strange. Contrary to what anyone would have believed after such a hit, he wasn’t confused or lost. In fact, he got back faster than ever and through a different path.

      It also seemed that his senses were more vivid. He noticed more shades in each color, he differenced more sounds around him, and the kitchen was a delicacy of aromas he couldn’t wait to try. He didn’t eat, though. The last thing he wanted was to see his father.

      He laid on his bed, waiting for it to be dark enough to sneak into the pantry, but the squeak of a small animal got his attention. He followed the sound out into the yard and each step made the knot in his stomach grew.

      Both sides of his family bore some kind of relation with the royal one. His grandfather had had a voice and vote in the High council, just like his father did now. They didn’t live in Laconia’s palace, but their home was big, and their land even bigger. When he had to walk to the edge of their property to find a poor dying mouse, some alerts came off in his mind. 

      Contrary to his powerful hearing, finding his brother torturing the creature wasn’t shocking.

      Thornton was a couple of years younger than him. Their mother had a difficult pregnancy and passed away after the birth. Landford was only four when he suffered that loss, and although he remembered little about his father before, he knew the loss turned him into the irritable, severe monster they live with now.

      Landford tried to avoid looking at the details while he took out a pocketknife and walked up to his brother.

      Thornton was kneeling and had a strange smile, the one that Landford hated and feared. Without a second thought, he aimed his blade and hit the poor creature in the middle of its chest. The forest silenced when his brother growled and turned towards him.

      “What the hell, Landford? I was having fun, you know.”

      Landford rubbed his face and sighed before addressing his brother. “I told you before. You have to stop doing—”

      “Why? That thing was stealing from the kitchen. Our kitchen! and pretty much gave a heart attack to Lady Ara, who was very thankful I got it out.”

      Landford sat on the ground, resting his arms on his knees. For years, he had dealt with logic like that coming from his brother, and he came to believe he had no idea how to differentiate between justice and abuse.

      “I told you before, this isn’t a fair way to—”

      “Fair? See if you get a substantial breakfast tomorrow! You think because it’s small, it doesn’t make any damage. Well, it did, and it has to pay for it.”

      His brother sat back, crossing his arms, staring at him. He was growing up, but still was a child, and he needed guidance. The problem was, Landford did not know how to help him.

      “It isn’t only about the size, Thornton. That creature was trying to save food for the winter, and as much as I love Lady Ara, she should do a better job at closing some doors and windows and—”

      “But, why we have—”

      He lifted his hand, and his brother stopped. “Killing it may be necessary, but it’s a mouse. It has no regret. Torturing makes no sense, most of the time it never does.”

      Thornton looked at the ground and at his hands. Fur and blood covered them. That was what scared Landford the most. He didn’t seem concerned or excited about it. Tormenting like that or even killing didn’t matter to him, and he dreaded he would grow up and do worse things.

      “You think father sees me as a mouse?”

      Landford frowned and leaned closer, but had no words to answer that.

      “Like I killed our mother, and have no regret or understanding of having done it?”

      “You didn’t kill mom.” He put a hand on his brother’s shoulder and waited until their eyes met. “She was sick, and you almost died, too. I don’t think she would appreciate how… father is just… sad… and mad at himself for not being there.”

      Thornton nodded, but his jaw set. “I wish I had killed her. At least I would understand the crime he has blamed me for years.”

      Landford swallowed a knot down his throat and didn’t hug him because he knew how much his little brother hated it. Before he recovered his words, Thornton crawled back and cleared the dry leaves from the ground.

      “I know you are going to force me to clean up my mess, but I was going to do it, anyway.”

      Landford helped him to make a hole, but let him place the remains of the mouse into it and cover it after. He wasn’t sure if it would make a difference in his brother’s behavior. Most people thought the worst of the youngest son of Colonel White. They may be right, but he was his baby brother. He had been taking care of him since he was born, and he loved him. But just like with his father, he couldn’t change them.
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      Elizabeth couldn’t stop thinking about that boy’s fall.

      She was doing her daily job looking for glacier orchids. They had become scarcer than even the previous year, and desperate, she decided to check near the waterfall. If magic still existed around Laconia, it had to be there.

      When she noticed the boy climbing up, she yelled at him. He shouldn’t have been ascending from that side of the cliff. She wasn’t ready to see him fall, though. A hard thud sent her heartbeat to an irrational speed. She tried to look away but couldn’t move and only covered her scream when she lost sight of him and heard a loud crack from the ground.

      It took her a few minutes to reach the edge where she guessed he may had fallen. She was looking for a dead or at least an unconscious body, so when she found him trying to sit up, she thought her heart stopped beating and couldn’t avoid screaming again.

      He looked rough. His clothes were ripped and dirty, his hair was a mess and although he told her he was fine, he wasn’t. His hands and knees trembled, and blood dripped from his head. The scariest part was how pale he turned and his cracking voice when she mentioned he needed help.

      “Evening, little lady,” her grandfather said while he walked inside their house, “how was the gardening session today?”

      Elizabeth turned from the stove and gave him a kiss.

      “It’s not really gardening, grandpa. We just pick up mushrooms.”

      “Mushrooms? Those aren’t mushrooms and—”

      She smiled and moved back to the pot.

      “Fine, glacier orchids.”

      Their meal was almost ready, and the smell of warm earthy soup that filled the house made her stomach feel better.

      “Oh, you are teasing me... again.” Her grandfather said, “we have a remarkable job in Hune, and you know it.”

      “Finding orchids for the people to show off?”

      “One day, you will care about those events, too, and then—”

      “I understand, grandpa, and you know I love picking up flowers. Who wouldn’t?”

      He groaned and walked outside while she got the plates ready. She never met her grandmother and barely remembered her own parents.

      She was too young to accompany them to Tundra. They never came back. Hune was a peaceful world, but sometimes the magic in it reacted, and big storms, like the one that killed her parents, happened.

      “That smells delicious! You got your grandma's talent for cooking.”

      “Or, I had an outstanding teacher.” She winked at him and sat down. The envelope he put on the table took away her smile and her shoulders dropped.

      “No, no. It’s just your aunt looking out for you.”

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes and stared at her soup. That woman loved to play matchmaker. She enjoyed the power and position it gave her in Hune.

      “I didn’t realize you are already this old,” her grandpa said. “Sixteen is a big deal around here.”

      “I’m not getting married, grandpa!”

      “Of course not! You are too young for that, but one day… I don’t know, Elizabeth, your aunt knows more about these things than I do. She believes you should put yourself on the list, so they can start working to find—”

      “No!” She dropped her spoon and stared at her grandfather. “I don’t care what Aunt Margo thinks. That’s a stupid tradition, and you promised you won’t force me to—”

      “Elizabeth, I won’t push you to do anything. I didn’t make your mom or your aunt do it, but Margo liked it—”

      “You didn’t meet Grandma Beth like that.”

      Her grandfather’s eyes moved down, but his sight was on something beyond the bowl on the table.

      “Your grandma… I wonder what she would do if she were here.”

      “Eat her soup?”

      Although he laughed, his tone became serious. “I won’t live forever, and then, what are you going to do?”

      The boy from the cliff came to her mind, and a strange peace enveloped her, making her smile.

      “Oh no! I know that smirk.” Her grandfather said, and this time he was the one dropping his spoon. “You met someone!”

      “I did not!” Which was the truth. She saw the guy only for a few minutes, although it was hard not to notice him. Pale or not, his bright eyes, or the silly curls of his dark hair, made him look cute.

      She shook her head and ate a spoon full of soup. She had never cared about how a boy looked before and would not start now.

      “Sure you did.” Her grandpa said, narrowing his eyes and leaning forward. “What were you doing by the waterfall, again, today?”

      “Looking for orchids? Grandpa, we are getting in trouble here! We don’t have enough for the next ceremony, and the King is coming. I was checking if they were growing back—”

      Her grandfather crossed his arms. “They don’t grow back that fast, Elizabeth.”

      She sat up, mimicking his posture. “You are avoiding the problem.”

      “Well,” he smiled at her, “we are avoiding the issue, my child. Although it’s not the same one.”

      She looked up and groaned.

      “What are we going to do?”

      The old man ate in silence for a while.

      Recently, both had discussed the idea of talking to the King. He was hosting a public audience during his coming visit, but Elizabeth and her grandpa discarded it. Leonard the III wasn’t even close to be the king his father was, and their hope laid on the kingdom’s capacity to survive the new ruler.

      “We know the reason. Hune’s magic… I could talk to the High Council, but those sorcerers aren’t…”

      “Friendly?”

      “Kind of… we may have to move north. Closer to the Verge.”

      “Grandpa! Let’s go south.” Elizabeth moved forward smiling, “the Soto Forest has more magic than any place—”

      “What is with you and that jungle?”

      “Are you kidding? Grandpa! The gigantic trees, the surrounding legends, dragons inhabit it and… it moves!!!”

      He stood up and put his plate next to the others in the kitchen. “Nobody knows that for sure. If you can believe the word of the zhortas—”

      “You are crazy for not wanting to move there. We don’t have to sail, we could hike through the Southern Forest, and—”

      “Get lost in there! Listen to me very carefully, Elizabeth. If you ever go there, if you ever attempt to visit that place, you better arrive at St. Patrick port, walk the zhortas paths, and stay with them. Otherwise, you may never come back. That forest is full of poisonous and dangerous things. We abandoned the Village for a reason.”

      “Our ancestors left hundreds of years ago and—” She lifted her hand and didn’t let him interrupt her. “And I won’t go without you. You have nothing to be worried about.”

      “That’s my girl.” He hugged her for a second and walked to the other room. “So… no boys?”

      “Grandpa!”

      Elizabeth turned to clean the kitchen and table. Their house was small but perfect for them, and they took turns to keep it tidy. She didn’t let him do much, though. She wasn’t worried about getting married, but the idea of losing him unsettled her. He was all she had.

      Once again, the boy on the ground came to her mind along with the same peaceful feeling. She wondered if the magic in Hune was connected to him. Otherwise, how could she explain him surviving that fall.
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      After dealing with Thornton, the afternoon event lingered in Landford’s mind, and took away hours of sleep, making him grouchy in the morning.

      Just like his brother warned him, the breakfast wasn’t appealing, and although annoying, he didn’t blame Lady Ara for giving the best part to his father. He was about to leave towards the city when three men walked inside their home.

      It was common for people to meet with his father. After all, he was one of the Laconia’s Colonels and the King had just scheduled his annual visit. These visitors looked different, though, and one of them seemed to be in panic.

      “We need to talk to Colonel Stephen White.” A white bearded man said, while he kept playing with his hands. “It is a matter of life or death.”

      “Life or death?” One man wearing a long red coat and several rings and necklaces said. “Aren’t you being a little dramatic, Cielthos?”

      The third visitor remained quiet. His skin looked as pale as if he had died a long time ago, and his stature didn’t show he had been eating much for years either. He noticed Landford standing at the bottom of the stairs, but said nothing.

      A chill ran down Landford’s back, just like every time he had to face his father in his office.

      “You understand perfectly well the relevance of yesterday's events, Belhego. Something changed the balance in our world and—”

      “Your excellencies,” his father interrupted, “what can I do for you?”

      Cielthos looked down at Belhego before addressing him.

      “Colonel, we must discuss an eccentric event that happened yesterday. It is a matter of highest priority, especially since the King is coming, and his safety may be at risk.”

      “Of course, your excellency,” said. “Please follow me.”

      The men followed his father down the hall to the office. There was no way Landford would miss that conversation. He walked back upstairs and ran down the hallways until he reached the empty room at the end.

      No one had slept in there since his grandfather passed away. He didn't like to be inside it either, but its balcony was right on top of an office window that didn’t close all the way. Landford had hung from that railing more than once, helping his grandpa spy on his father.

      “For the millionth time, Cielthos. You are overreacting!” Belhego was saying when Landford got into the perfect spot to listen. “This is just Hune trying to adjust the Verge. It has happened before. Plenty of times!”

      “This isn’t the Verge!” Cielthos said. “The amount of magic that disappeared yesterday was static and in large quantities. The Verge’s behavior is erratic. We wouldn’t be talking if the fracture of Hune had any involvement in the acts from yesterday.”

      Landford couldn’t see his father’s face, but the tension in his shoulders, and the way he stood up with his arms crossed, said a lot.

      “If you imply the Great—”

      “I’m not implying, Colonel.” Cielthos said, “I wouldn’t bother you with this if I wasn’t sure. There is a new Great Wizard in Hune, and we have to find him. Obviously, he isn’t trained and will cost us dearly.”

      “Cielthos! Come on. You have to—” Belhego said, but his father cleared his throat.

      “I’m sorry for the interruption, your excellencies but, I need a better explanation of this since magic isn’t my main expertise.”

      The third man chuckled and for the first time, talked.

      “Colonel, there isn’t much to understand. Yesterday afternoon, we all sensed a growth in Hune’s foundation. In its wizardry. It hasn’t happened in decades. For this reason, it is clear something changed in our world. Cielthos believes a new Great Wizard has left his life and taken ownership of his higher power. Meaning, he is neither dead nor alive, and his connection with the foundations of Hune will just grow. Still, we aren’t certain of this.”

      Belhego rolled his eyes and Cielthos shook his head, crossing his arms.

      “Of course, the problem is around the sorcerers. All of them, not just us three. They wanted to reach the primary position in the High Council, but now—”

      “That is ridiculous, Gemli!” Cielthos said. “No one can take the place of the Great Wizard.”

      Although Belhego shook his head at Gemli, Landford doubted he agreed with Cielthos.

      “Again, I apologize for my ignorance, but why is this a safety issue for our kingdom?”

      Cielthos jumped at the opportunity and, louder than necessary, answered.

      “What happened yesterday was the work of a wizard, and not a regular one, but the new Great Wizard. Contrary to the fellows here, I trained with our former one, and the magic coming from a wizard is… well, unmistakable.”

      Belhego brushed his hair back and paced around the room. “If this is the job of a Great Wizard, how do you justify the horrible unbalance created?”

      “Which is my point!” Cielthos pointed at the Colonel. “This poor being is confused and needs guidance before something important gets destroyed. Like our city! Or worse, the waterfall! We need your help to find him… or her… or it.”

      This brought a discussion in an unfamiliar language between Belhego and Cielthos.

      The patience of his father shocked Landford. He never pictured him as someone who would wait to give his opinion. Gemli also remained quiet at the back of the room with a blank expression.  

      “Gentlemen,” his father finally said. “It’s difficult to understand the urgency of the situation if I don’t know what happened. More importantly how this put us in danger.”

      Belhego stepped forward. “It’s very simple, Stephen. The magic in Hune shifted yesterday. The Soto Forest walked into the glaciers creating a catastrophic destruction on the ice structure and woke up most of the dragons. That is the reason Cielthos is so apprehensive about this. He should have control over them, as he claims, being able to do so.”

      “I would love to fail controlling my dragons in your presence, Belhego.”

      “Are you threating me?” Belhego stepped closer to Cielthos, but the Colonel intervened.

      “There is no need for threats here. How close are the dragons?”

      “My dragons won’t attack anyone, Colonel. The issue is if this wizard doesn’t control himself, next time, he could affect something else, like for example the water around the cities and—”

      “The problem, Colonel,” Gemli said with no need to raise his voice to make the room silent, “if what it is happening is really the new Great Wizard’s actions, we have no way of finding who this being is. Like Cielthos tried to explain before, it may as well be human, but he or she could be from any of the other races, too. Even just a creature in Hune.”

      “Now you are being stupid, Gemli.” Belhego said, “why in the world the Great Wizard wouldn’t belong to our race? This is the only race worth the honor to—”

      “That is incorrect, Belhego.” Cielthos said, “Gemli is right. Which is the problem. We can’t assume—”

      Belhego groaned and crossed his arms while yelling. “The Great Wizard will be human, Colonel. And bottom line, we ignored what happened. It could have been the zhortas fixing their stupid gardens again.”

      Gemli stepped forward, and Landford could have sworn Belhego shrunk and moved closer to his father.

      “I’m not sure if Cielthos is mistaken. I didn't work with a Great Wizard before. But I know this. The zhortas didn’t do it, and the glacier did fracture. For the safety of our kingdom, we need to identify the source of this magic, which is the reason for us requiring your help, Colonel. The King won’t listen to our opinion alone.”

      Cielthos crossed his arms and nodded before turning towards Landford’s father, but it was Belhego who froze his soul.

      “If the Great Wizard escaped death yesterday, we have to find him. We have prohibited some acts of magic for centuries. He needs to learn the reason for these laws.”

      Landford didn’t want to listen anymore, and as quietly as possible, he crawled back up.

      His hands couldn’t stop trembling and it was hard to think above the threat he just overheard. He was sure they were talking about his fall. How many people could have escaped death in a day? They had to be wrong, though. He had no magic. His family had no history of sorcery, even less being the Great Wizard. It wasn’t possible.

      He took a deep breath and walked out of the room. On top of everything, his father would kill him if he found out he had been listening to his private conversation.

      Not doing a good job at pretending he did nothing wrong, he ran down the stairs and almost crashed into Gemli.

      The sorcerer smiled, staring at him.

      “Your son, Colonel?”

      Landford saw his father keep his hands behind his back and inhale, narrowing his eyes at him. It was strange he wasn’t the scariest man in the room.

      “Yes, your excellency. This is my oldest son, Landford.”

       Gemli tilted his head. “Is he the one with all the… trouble?”

      His father cleared his throat and looked at everything but the sorcerer. Although everyone talked about Thornton, no one has ever asked so openly about him.

      “No… excellency, no. Landford is just a young troublemaker. Nothing really… off about him.”

      Gemli turned to his father. “Off about him. That’s a way to say it. I wouldn’t mind taking your younger son as an apprentice, Colonel. I was once perceived as off, too.”

      Landford stood straight, ready to fight his father if he agreed to that. Thornton should never meet that sorcerer. But to his relief, his father seemed to think the same way, although for different reasons.

      “Your excellency, I’m sure you were never dumb like my son is. He is a shame to our family.”

      Gemli didn’t continue the conversation as Cielthos and Belhego approached them.

      “We appreciate your help, Colonel.” Cielthos said, “finding this person is a priority.”

      “Personally, I prefer if you found him in a compromised position.” Belhego said, “or weak and hurt… deeply injured.

      Gemli chuckled. “Sorcerers. Not a welcoming committee.”

      Landford used the opportunity and walked away. His father was furious at him, and the last thing he wanted were those sorcerers figuring out what he did. He loved his world, and it wasn’t his intention to hurt anyone, but he didn’t understand what or how he did it.

      He wished he could talk to someone and find a safe place. For the next hours of the morning, he walked into the forest, until his numbed legs forced him to stop and he rested against a tree.
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      The soft sound of the bushes moving by him woke him up, and to his surprise the girl he met the day before froze in front of him. This time she didn’t scream, but her basket fell down, spreading flowers all over the ground.

      “How did you find me?” He said. “I told you, I didn’t fall, and I did—You told them!”

      “What?” She knelt down and started to pick up the blossoms. “I said nothing to anyone, and certainly I wasn’t looking for you. I could ask the same, though.”

      He thought his memory of her was clear, but now that she was closer, and he was in no rush, she looked different. Prettier, but also more interesting. Although both times he had seen her, he hadn’t been standing by her, he could tell she wasn’t tall, probably a whole head shorter than him. Still, she walked with confidence as if she owned the forest and nothing could hurt her.

      “Are you a valsing?” he said. He had never met one, but it wouldn’t be shocking she was part of that race.

      “No,” she said, frowning. “Do I look overdress for picking flowers? or do you think I’m a know-it-all?”

      Landford chuckled and reached to help her pick up the blossoms. “No, I don’t think you are overdressed or a know-it-all, but you are just as pretty.”

      She stopped for a second, and he knew she purposely didn’t face him.

      He grabbed a strange blossom that reminded him of a snowflake, and the pointy edges of it got his attention. The smell was divine, and its color was hard to describe, bluish, but sort of white too.

      “What are you doing?” She yelled at him. “That is a glacier orchid. It’s poison!”

      Landford let the flower fall on the ground and looked at it. “You are picking them up. Are you a sorcerer?”

      She knelt again in front of him and grabbed his hand. “No, I’m wearing gloves!”

      Only then he noticed she indeed was wearing a thick pair.

      “How is that—?” Her eyes stared at his palm, and then at him, and a warm sensation filled his mind. “You took the blossom, right? And don’t lie to me, like you did about the fall. I know what I saw, you did—”

      “I picked up the flower,” he said, picking it up again and handed it to her. “It’s sharp, but I didn’t get cut. Maybe I’m just careful—”

      “It doesn’t work that way. You should at least have a mark on…”

      She put the blossom inside the basket and grabbed his hand again, which made him laugh. 

      “What’s so funny? Who are you?”

      The lighter mood from the air vanished as the sorcerers’ conversation flashed through his mind.  

      “I don’t—” he lifted his shoulders and moved back, “I’m not sure what—”

      “You are a sorcerer. Right?”

      Landford shook his head, but simply stared at her. An overwhelming drowsiness along with the desire to stay there forever filled him, and words became hard to articulate.

      “My grandfather says that sorcerers differ from us,” she said, and sat in front of him. “He met a couple while delivering the orchids. He says they aren’t completely alive, but not dead… either… I don’t get it but—”

      “I don’t think I’m one of them.” He leaned against the tree and played with his fingers. “As far as I know, no one in my family has any relation with them…”

      “Not an expert or a valsing… neither my grandpa, but he told me once anyone could become one. Hune decides whether or not to grant you with magic.”

      Landford frowned. “You think I have magic?”

      She smiled, and his heart skipped a beat. “How else do you explain—”

      “Do you know anything about the Great Wizard?”

      She pressed her lips together and shook her head.

      All around them became silent, and she picked up her flowers once again. She barely touched them, and gently placed them on top of each other. The air filled with a perfume that made his mind at ease.

      He grabbed a flower and handed it to her, but the ground seemed to sink underneath his feet and, for a second, his bloodstream seemed to rush inside his veins.

      His expression must have been bad because she stopped, her eyes opened wide and for a second her hands trembled.

      “I’m… it’s all right…,” he said, putting the flower on her basket. “I just—” He grabbed the back of his neck and sat down. Somehow, he just figured out who she was, and dreaded to even ask.

      “Elizabeth?”

      All the flowers dropped again while she sat down and stared at him. “How do you—”

      “I don’t know, but—you really told nothing to your grandpa, and you lost your parents—”

      She covered her mouth, shaking her head, and for a second, Landford thought she was going to run away. However, two seconds later, she recovered and moved so close to his face that he could see the lines of golden and brown in her dark irises.

      “You can’t go around reading people's minds! That is rude, and inappropriate, and—”

      “I’m not reading your mind!” he said pushing backwards, almost afraid of getting slapped, “I promise. I have no idea how I knew your name or… sorry about your parents.”

      All anger disappeared from her eyes and she sat, too. Before he could talk again, she frowned, shaking her pointer at him.

      He raised his hands in surrender with a wide smirk. “I swear on my mother’s grave. I’m not reading your mind.”

      She took two long breaths.

      “Thanks… my grandpa was—is the one receiving condolences, most of the time. I was too young…” Her eyes lifted, and she tilted her head, “Sorry about your mom.”

      “Long ago, as well… but thanks…”

      “And you are?”

      He put a hand by his heart, bowing. “Landford White, at your service.”

      “Right.” She bit her bottom lip, trying not to laugh. “At my service? You sort of made a mess here.”

      Landford moved up to his knees and, with no problem, picked all the flowers and placed them in the basket. He didn’t need to be careful, and in only a few seconds, he finished.

      “See. At your service.”

      She stared at his hands, so he turned them up, showing how only dirt was stuck on them.

      “Thank you very much.” She stood up and grabbed the basket, but didn’t walk away. “White? Is your father Colonel White?”

      His stomach hardened. “Yes, but... not the off son, though. Just the troublemaker… or that’s how my father finishes all his introductions.”

      Elizabeth lifted an eyebrow and groaned. “I’m not sure what that means. I’ll have to ask grandpa about it.”

      “Really?” It was an honest question. Everyone he had met through his father’s reference had heard about them. “How do you know my father then?”

      “I don’t. Not really, but we deliver the glacier orchids for the palace’s events, and he is in the High Council.”

      “Make sense… why you need so many flowers.” He stood up and confirmed how much taller he was. “Can I help you? I could—”

      “You aren’t careful enough with the blossoms.” She said straightening up with a serious expression that made him smile again, especially when she handed him the basket, “I saw you grabbing my flowers. Don’t do it. I’ll get them.”
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      For a while, Landford followed her through the forest. He had never paid attention to the orchids, but it seemed to him they were everywhere, and soon they needed another basket.

      “Yesterday,” she said, “grandpa and I barely filled half of one, and today…”

      Landford scratched his forehead. “Don’t look at me. I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      “You didn’t know Hune’s magic was too low and something was so bad that—”

      “What does that have to do with these flowers?”

      “They aren’t exactly flowers. More like mushrooms, and they bloom because of Hune’s magic. So, when the magic shifts or flows, we have plenty, and before yesterday—”

      She didn’t stop looking at him while he crouched down, trying to breathe.

      “That’s what the sorcerer said. The Great Wizard decided… so Hune moved something and part of the glaciers got destroyed but… I didn’t do it… did I?”

      Contrary to what he had done in her place, Elizabeth didn’t run, or tell him he was out of his mind. She knelt down and forced him to look into her eyes.

      “I believe you don’t understand what happened, but I also think it had to be you. Which sorcerers are you talking about? Where did you—”

      Landford shook his head. “I didn’t talk to them. You… oh no, you are now… Elizabeth, you can’t tell anyone about—”

      She put her hand on top of his shoulder. “I won’t tell anything to anyone. But you need help. I can’t—”

      “Yes, you can.”

      This time she was the one shaking her head.

      “Just listen to me. Help me understand what I overheard, please. One of the sorcerers made an explicit threat, and I can’t trust my father. Not with this or with anything.”

       Elizabeth nodded, and listened without interrupting him.

      After he narrated the morning conversation, he couldn’t deny the truth anymore. Just like he had known her name, he knew he was the Great Wizard, but nothing beyond that. Also, a strong concern for her life grew inside of him.

      She remained quiet for a few extra seconds that felt like an eternity to him.

      “I couldn’t—. I won’t tell him about you, but—grandpa may know something else about the Great Wizard?”

      “I don’t know, Elizabeth. The Belhego guy sounded very serious about teaching a lesson. Gemli was the most reasonable of all, but just the thought of talking to him…”

      She patted his hand and although the twilight light made it hard to see, her face was nothing but caring.

      “I’ll ask grandpa about the flowers. It would be weird if I don’t mention it, anyway. Maybe I’ll learn something else. In the meantime, stop listening to your father’s conversations. That is rude.”

      She chuckled while standing up, and after a long sigh she picked up her basket. Landford didn’t even try to move up, so she crouched in front of him.

      “Everything will be all right, Landford. Hune chose you for a reason. We’ll figure it out.”

      “We will figure it out?”

      “Yes, we will. Now, go home and rest… and don’t climb up anything!”

      He laughed while standing up and waved at her, aware of how much he believed her, and unsure of the reason.
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      Landford wasn’t expecting to find Elizabeth by the ports of Laconia. It shouldn’t surprise him, though. The King’s arrival was approaching, and she had to deliver the orchids to the palace.

      A couple of days ago, he and some of his friends decided to visit the town. As a punishment for having crossed paths with Gemli, his father sent Thornton with him, which was always a problem. Few tolerated him, and for sure no one understood his jokes. He was looking for an excuse to leave when he saw her.

      The second he spotted Elizabeth, his heart flipped and a knot formed in his stomach. He preferred that Thornton never meet her. Only the gods knew what his brother would do, and he didn’t want to put her at risk. She was in a lot of danger already.

      He noticed her smile, and it ripped his soul not to wave at her and turned away. The worst would come when he tried to explain it. He could only pray she would understand.

      “Are you listening, Landford?” Nicolas, one of his friends, said.

      “Of course not, idiot.” Thornton said, “your comments are disgusting and moronic.”

      Landford jumped in front of Nicolas and moved him to the side. “Sorry man, I was looking at a… the ocean?”

      His friend laughed and picked behind Landford. He knew Elizabeth wasn’t there, but guessed a girl, any girl, would be.

      “Oh, I see! A little old for my taste but, hey! You can’t choose love.”

      Thornton groaned, but Landford ignored the comment. His goal was to stay away from any lady and keep his brother out of trouble.

      “Did you hear Jack got out of the list?”

      “Shut up, Nicolas!” Jack said, and caught up with them. “I didn’t get out. I got chosen.”

      “Chosen?” Landford said, “You mean paired or matched.”

      “Whatever!” Jack flapped his hands. “I’m supposed to meet her tomorrow night. My mother is over the moon, although I don’t see why.”

      “First, she is getting rid of you! and… it’s a great honor to be on the list.” Nicolas said while walking backwards, “all respectful families are on it. It’s the civil way to find a partner.”

      Jack stomped up a few steps toward the higher level of the ports. “The thing has no sense at all. How can this be reasonable? I have never even heard of this… girl—woman… before last night.”

      Thornton stood back, probably not listening to anything. It made Landford feel relieved, but also sad. He wished his brother could have friends like he had, and could walk around the city having fun.

      “What’s her name?” Nicolas said, “Elizabeth?” That got Landford’s attention, along with his ability to breathe.

      “No,” Jack said, “Lizette. I guess soon she will be Lizette Monder. Close enough, though.”

      Landford sighed and looked to the side, where Elizabeth stood by a wooden cart full of blossoms. For the first time, he wondered if a specific name was on the list.

      “She has to be from a respectful family, otherwise she wouldn’t be there.” Nicolas said, “Only those worthy of the honor are on it. The ones left out are stupid.”

      The seconds Landford took to watch Elizabeth placing a couple of flowers by a window was enough for Thornton to jump up three steps, land on top of Nicolas, and smash his head against the ground.

      “That’s not true, piece of crab! You made it on the list, and you’re a dumb bastard.”

      Landford ran up and grabbed Thornton’s arm, preventing him from punching Nicolas, but his brother kicked his friend on his side.

      “Jack, move Nicolas!”

      “Let me go, Landford! I’m going to teach this bastard why stupidity is dangerous.”

      Landford snuck his arms underneath Thornton’s armpits and pulled him back with him until he bumped into the brick wall. Jack was having trouble moving Nicolas, and a scream from someone at the top of the stairs only made him panic.

      It was all Thornton needed. He let all his weight into Landford’s arms and both fell against the stone stairs. Landford’s head hit the edge of a step, and his sight became blurry for a second.

      Thornton launched himself on top of Nicolas and pulled his arm towards him while holding his shoulder down. After a loud crack, a semiconscious Nicolas opened his eyes and screamed, which made Thornton laugh.

      “Now, who is the stupid loser?” He said in Nicolas’s ear before leaning down and bitting his neck. There was another scream followed and a splash of blood when Landford managed to trap Thornton’s arms and pulled him away.

      Blood covered many of the stones, and his brother’s mouth.

      “Stop it!” He yelled at his brother and moved in front of him, pushing him against the wall. “You are going to kill him.”

      Thornton’s eyes were full of hate and pleasure, instead of a strange sense of justice. “What if I do, Landford? What would you do then?”

      A group of soldiers walked up the stairs and grabbed both of them. Unlike his brother; he didn’t fight them and turned to check on Nicolas.

      A dark puddle was underneath him and from where he stood, he couldn’t see if his chest was moving. Landford felt a knot forming in his throat. He didn't want to believe Thornton could kill someone like that. He closed his eyes until Elizabeth’s voice reached him.

      “You need to run and get a medic. Now!”

      He didn’t know how or when she got there. She was kneeling by Nicolas, pushing her shawl on top of his shoulder. The knot became bigger and his breathing more difficult.

      The soldier at his side pulled his arm and forced him to turn and walked downstairs.

      “Let’s take them to the armory.” One of the three soldiers holding Thornton yelled at the one by him. “There we’ll see what to do with them.”
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      Landford sat in the cold and wet cell where the soldiers left him for several hours. On the other side Thornton screamed threats at everyone, but he simply remained quiet. It was part of his father’s punishment.

      The second he walked into the building, the Commander in charge recognized them.

      He must have had told his colonel about the event and his sons. Obviously, his father just wanted them to pay for the humiliation.

      The picture stuck in his head wasn’t pretty. Many times he had tried to think of something else, but it kept coming back, making his hands tremble. Maybe he wasn’t the Great Wizard after all. Such a powerful being should have prevented that fight. Or, he just wasn’t a good brother.

      He knew Nicolas was being obnoxious. Thornton was right, his friend was stupid, and he only wanted to highlight the fact neither Thornton nor he were on the stupid list. The problem was, he should have been listening and making sure Thornton wasn’t. Instead, he was thinking about someone else, and it cost him a lot.

      “The Colonel is here.” A soldier said, opening the cell.

      “Do you know how Nicolas—”

      Landford groaned when he realized the soldier was avoiding him. He walked through the yard in silence. The crazy idea that his brother wasn’t as different as his father crossed his mind. Both had idiotic ways to teach lessons.

      His father was standing, arms on his back, studying the cells. At his side, Thornton stood wearing chains on his wrist and staring at the ground.

      “Move faster.” His father walked towards their carriage.

      The brief trip back to their house was dead silence, and nothing changed when they arrived.

      His father got out first, and Landford was the last one.

      “Follow me.” He said, and after only a step he peeked back, “not you, Landford.”

      Without words, the Colonel glanced at a worker and he took his young brother away. Landford puffed and followed his father. Like always, he would not acknowledge his younger son, or his issues.
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      It was more custom than fear that drove Landford to jump out the window that night. After what his father did to him, he didn’t care, and could have just walked out the main door.

      His steps weren’t as fast or steady as he would have liked. His father had kept his promise. This time, he closed his hand while punching him, making sure his knuckles landed on his side until he was done, and knocked him out. He was old enough for that.

      The worst had been letting him do it without fighting back. He could have stopped him with no problem. Maybe taking all the blame for his brother’s behavior felt deserved and fair. Or a deep part of him cared for his father even then.

      Landford rarely walked around the neighborhood by the palace in Laconia. The oversize houses, impeccable yards, and symmetrical gardens made him sick. Life wasn’t perfect. The people behind those walls weren’t either. His home may be as big as those, but from the front yard to the family living in, there was nothing pretty about it.

      Nicolas’s house still had its lights on when he arrived. Landford stared at the place for a moment before climbing the last three steps to the door. He needed to know if his friend was alive.

      The lady who took care of the residence opened. She smiled at him like usual, but didn’t invite him to come inside. Instead, she went to get someone.

      “You aren’t welcome here anymore.” Nicolas’s father said, still racing down towards him. “What your brother did has no—”

      “How dare you!” Nicolas’ mom snuck behind the man, pushing him to the side. “Nicolas has only has nice things to say about you, and you let him get hurt by—by that monster!”

      She grabbed the door and Landford feared her eyes would pop out of her sockets while she stared at him.

      “You should all leave this city. All your family. Get out of my house!”

      The door slam echoed in the street, and it made the lamp at the corner shake. Some curtains inside the windows opened for a second, but no one stepped out.

      Years ago, he would have said something. Anything. But now he was tired, and he agreed with her. They needed to leave that place. In silence, he turned around and strode, not sure of his direction. Eventually, the stones spread apart, and the road turned into a dirt one. The houses became smaller and the distance in between them grew. The privilege of living within the port perimeter vanished, leaving only the moon as a source of light.

      From time to time, he heard an owl among the trees. Beside of the birds and some nocturnal insects, only silence surrounded him. He noticed a small cabin in the middle of a fenced field and a cart full of glacier orchids sat by the barn. Although he had never been there, it did not surprise him to have found it.

      Elizabeth stood by the fence, with her arms crossed and facing him. When he was a few steps away, the dim light let him see her severe eyes and frowned expression.

      He slowed down, waiting for an exchange of words, similar to the one at Nicolas’s house. She remained quiet until he stopped next to her. He didn’t realize how cold it was until he noticed how tight she wrapped her wool shawl around her shoulders.

      “Elizabeth.” He tried to maintain a control tone of voice. “I guess…”

      She shook her head slightly, bit her bottom lip and looked at the ground, making Landford’s heart sink as he prepared to lose someone else in his life.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, please.” She said, “You ignored me earlier today because of your brother… not your friends… or I’m mistaken and I’m not enough—”

      Landford moved so close, she took a step back. “Not you. You are more than—My brother. As you can imagine he is… dangerous.

      She didn’t look away or leave. Her voice was barely above a whisper, though.

      “They grabbed you.” She cleared her throat. “The soldiers… why did they arrest you and not just—?”

      “Thornton? That’s his name.” Landford tried to lean on the fence. His back and side stung making him suddenly lightheaded as his muscles cramped. He wished he could sit but feared it would be worse.

      “Did they hurt you?” She moved her hand to reach him, but stopped herself at the last second.

      Landford shook his head. “This was my father. You know, Colonel’s education. I guess.”

      “But you did nothing!” She tilted her head and pushed her hair behind her ears. “You tried to—no, you saved your friend’s life.”

      He laughed but had to stop and hold his side. He had a feeling his father broke more than his pride this time.

      “I took him with me, Elizabeth. That was wrong… although, my father forced me to take him … as a punishment.”

      “Punishment for what?”

      He rubbed his face and kept his hands by the sides of his head. “Does it matter? There’s always something… walk too fast, move too slow, work in the barn, don’t work and study instead… I don’t know. I guess this time I bumped into one of the sorcerers—”

      “Did he figure out you listen—”

      “No! I would be dead, if he knew that much.” He sighed and looked at the night sky. “I’m not innocent, Elizabeth. I have my share of breaking rules, but… Thornton never gets in trouble with him. No matter what he does, our father managed to make it my fault… I guess he is my responsibility so…”

      Elizabeth brushed her fingers on his arms and took a step closer.

      “He is your brother, and I’m sure you care about him, but he isn’t your burden.”

      Landford closed his eyes and only opened them when he felt her palm on his cheek.

      “What happened today wasn’t your fault, Landford.” She moved back and crossed her arms again. “What made him so mad, anyway?”

      He couldn’t remember the last time someone asked what drove his brother to do things. Maybe attacking a person implied he could have been defending himself, or she just didn’t know the gossip about his family. It made him hopeful to think not everyone had prejudices, but his concern for her grew.

      “Thornton is what people say about him. He is mean and dangerous and… a monster.”

      “All right. Still, what made him so mad? From where I stood, you all were walking, chatting and laughing, and suddenly he ran up and jumped on—”

      “Nicolas,” Landford said, and he understood what he needed to do, “that’s his name. And he was making fun of the guys who aren’t on the list. He called them stupid… I think.”

      “The list?”

      A strange weight lifted from Landford’s shoulders. “You know, the registration we all want to be on, to find love and happiness? The families list with our names and ages and—”

      “Oh!” Elizabeth sighed. “The matchmaker list… such a foolish tradition! I can’t believe it still works.”

      Landford tilted his head and touched his chest. “Elizabeth… um…” He concentrated while looking into her eyes, and once again it came to his mind. “Granite. Elizabeth Granite, are you telling me your dreams and hopes for a perfect future aren’t set on that selection?”

      She laughed. “Did you just guess my last name?”

      “I didn’t guess. I got it right.”

      She bit her lips and pointed at him. “Don’t be a know-it-all with me! And to answer your question, no. My hopes and dreams for a future have a very different direction,” she put her hand up, “not sure where, but not on that list.”

      “I respect that.” He stared at the ground while asking, “How did you manage not to be on it?”

      She crossed her arms and stood taller. “Well, obviously I’m a troublemaker so I can’t—”

      Landford laughed so loud the crickets near them stopped chirping. “You are anything but a troublemaker.”

      “Fine! My grandparents didn’t follow that tradition. They asked their daughters. My aunt agreed to it and loved it; she is one of the matchmakers. My mom didn’t…”

      He nodded and the loneliness in her voice mirrored a part of his soul.

      “What about you? Are you on the list and your brother isn’t?”

      He groaned. “Neither of us are worthy of it. The off one, and the troublemaker, remember? My father’s social introduction of his sons…” He exhaled and lifted his shoulders. “He wrote us down as unqualified and unworthy of the privilege when I was young enough to think girls were our worst enemy and marriage was disgusting.”

      Elizabeth snickered but remained quiet and leaned against the fence by him.

      An owl hooted in the distance, and it brought a smile to her face.

      “You like owls?”

      She turned towards the sound, and not long after, she pointed at the bird, high on a branch near to them. It was a large grey creature with pointy ears and big eyes.

      “I believe they are the most fascinating creatures in Hune. They are also cute. My favorites have black and white feathers. Have you seen them?”

      Landford shook his head.

      “You are the only person in Hune who may know who the Great Wizard is, but find an owl more impressive?”

      Elizabeth’s laugh lightened his heart, and for a while he just looked at her. The same way he had known her name and found her home, he understood what she meant to him. Painfully, he doubted she saw him the same way. Furthermore, his life was a mess, and not safe, which eased his decision.

      “I can’t believe what I’m going to do but… I’m joining the army.”

      Her eyes opened wide, and she moved right in front of him, but he didn’t let her talk.

      “Not in Laconia, though. Too many people gossip about us here.”

      “Are you taking Thornton with you?”

      He nodded, and the tightness in his chest came back.

      “I have been thinking about it. Not just today… He needs a way to release his… he needs to train and use his strengths for the right purposes. The discipline will help, and I’ll be there too.”

      “But what about… Do you want to join the army? Or is it just because of your brother?”

      “I didn’t want to but—” he sighed. “I have been training all my life. Growing up with a colonel gives you that. I don’t care about what it takes and the job, I just… Leaving and trying somewhere else is the difference…”

      Elizabeth brushed her hair behind her ears, and a peculiar gleam shone in her eyes. “What about the magic… how are you going—”

      “Well, I thought about that today. The army has a ranger program. I’ll have to wait at least a year to join it, but then I’ll travel all over Hune. Eventually, I will be assigned to the Soto Forest, there—”

      “St. Patrick’s library?”

      He looked down and had to swallow a couple of times. “I’m leaving before sunrise—”

      Elizabeth wrapped her arms around him, but his side felt as if needles were poking him, and he couldn’t avoid groaning. She let him go and, covering her mouth with her hands, taking a few steps backwards.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m sorry, I—”

      “It’s all right, Lizzie. I’m fine, you didn’t hurt me.”

      “Lizzie?” She smiled, shaking her head, “you didn’t use your superpower there.” She lowered her voice, “I hate being called that.”

      He walked to the road and bowed his head, smiling. “Lizzie, I hope you have a good night.”

      It took all his will not to look back, and he prayed he was making a huge mistake.
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      During the first year he spent with the army in the Northern Forest, he only got the attention of Belhego once. However, in the week he had been in the Soto Forest, he already almost destroyed St. Patrick’s Abbey twice.

      For a while, their actions kept Landford’s mind busy. They had no trouble the night they left. No one cared to ask or stop them. The walk was long, but he enjoyed his brother’s company for a change.

      Once they reached the Northern Forest, it took some work to convince the Commander in charge of the camp to let them join his training guard. He questioned their reasons to not staying in Laconia, but the eight weeks that his father waited to send a note and the threat to his sons finished convinced him.

      Thornton still concerned him. For the first days, he always stayed near him, making sure his brother didn’t act out, and try to teach someone a lesson. But Thornton never did. Unsurprisingly, he was a natural warrior, and having to use his physical strength violently made him happy.

      Somewhere along the second month, Landford relaxed, bringing memories of what he left behind, so he looked for the flowers. He had thought his magic would guide him to find them, kind of how he found Elizabeth’s house. Instead, he accidentally overgrown a field with those poison mushrooms, which brought Belhego to investigate.

      He avoided the sorcerer and stopped trying to assume he understood anything about that power.

      Like he told Elizabeth, he signed up to join the rangers. Thornton seemed to have found his real home and decided to stay with the main guards.

      His brother wasn’t the only natural warrior in his family, and within his first year he reached the rank of lieutenant and got selected to leave. For the first time in his life, he trusted his brother would behave and even dared to hope his brother had changed.

      The ranger’s guard mission was to explore and protect Hune’s territory. Because they had no boundaries, soldiers from all over Hune belonged to it. He never cared about the rivalry between the capital, Tundra and Laconia, but it surprised him that his new best friend was from his supposed nemesis city.

      Alexander Riddley became a ranger at the same time he did, and they trained together ever since. He loved Hune and was proud of being from Tundra. His family had a prominent position among the royalty, but he never showed it off.

      Elizabeth had been right. Finding a genuine friend improved his life. Alexander, or Xander, like he preferred to call him, made fun of things but didn’t try to hurt or humiliate him. More importantly, he trusted him with everything but the magic part. That secret belonged only to Elizabeth and him.

      For weeks, they traveled through Hune until they reached the Soto Forest.  

      People talked about those woods, but no words could describe those trees. Even the ocean appeared insignificant compared to their size. The walk from the port to the abbey took one day, but the darkness, cold and humidity made it seem longer.

      For Landford, it was worse.

      The second he stepped on that ground, his hands got a tingling sensation, and his senses became vivid. Sounds that only he could hear startled him. The dirt odor, along with the aroma of flowers was intoxicating, and he was the only one conscious of the tree’s movement.

      The zhortas hosted the rangers in the abbey. For most it was better than sleeping outside, but for Landford, not so much. The way those men had tied the roots to the scaffoldings, maintaining the roots in place, kept him dizzy and disoriented.

      Not surprisingly, his first problem happened the first night there, and he blamed the glacier orchids, again.

      He certainly thought about Elizabeth every day, but being surrounded by a powerful essence that reminded him of her made him dream about her. Or at least that is what he believed at the beginning.

      He found himself standing outside her home by the fence. Dry leaves covered the flowers, and the smoke from the chimney drew a line in the sky. He shivered as the cold air passed him and walked towards the house. That should have been his first warning. Too realistic, but his desire to find her and get warm blurred his reasoning.

      The door creaked, and for a second, Landford held his breath. His dream started to feel like a nightmare, while he moved inside and only the weak light from a dying fireplace illuminated the place. He avoided the room with the snores and kept going to the half-open door at the end of the hallway.

      Elizabeth slept on her bed. It was too dark to distinguish much, but he noticed she had several covers on her. He leaned against the doorframe and the chill from outside made her shivered and snuggled deeper into the blankets.

      Landford straightened up and his heartbeat accelerated. That wasn’t a dream, and the moment he accepted this, his hands trembled and he tumbled two steps backwards. The noise made him panic. If Elizabeth found him intruding like that, she would get mad at him. Probably kick him out and ask him not to see her again.

      The thought frightened him, and everything spun around until he fell on his knees. Instead of the wooden floor of the cabin, he landed on the stones of his small cell in the abbey.

      He didn’t have time to analyze what had happened.

      A loud rumble outside followed by metal screeching and things smashing made him get up. He found soldiers and zhortas trying to escape the pieces of branches and scaffoldings falling around them because one of the big roots raised and changed directions.

      He tried to convince himself both events had no relation. After all, he had done nothing like that before. But just in case, he kept himself doing night shifts and asked Xander to keep him awake as much as possible. His friend worried but didn’t ask questions and helped him out.

      Lack of sleep wasn’t a good idea, though. Only two days later, something else happened.

      During their morning perimeter walk, Xander and Landford checked one of the new openings that the root had left. It shouldn’t have been a problem, but the movement also made a large hole that Landford didn’t notice.

      His foot slid on the wet bark, and he lost balance, stumbling backwards. The same sensation he had while falling from the waterfall cliff came to his mind. He didn’t want to hit the ground that hard ever again.

      Nobody else noticed the root move up to cushion his fall and guide him to the ground safely. Then it dug deep into the ground, covering the hole. The minor opening where the trees didn’t block all the sky was enough to see the hundreds of dragons fly overhead.

      He had to stop doing things like that. Someone could get hurt, and although dragons were part of Hune, it was rare to see them.

      He needed to stop pretending he could control the power in him, and visited the abbey’s library. St. Patrick had all the secrets and history of Hune within thousands of parchments, books, scripts, and many other documents and letters. Anything written about the Great Wizard should be in there.

      Landford walked down the hall towards the vestibule. His shoulders were down and he kept a slow pace. He wanted to enjoy his life without worrying. Thornton wasn’t around, neither was his father. Now, it was his own fault to be in trouble.

      “Hey,” Xander said, walking inside the abbey, “I thought you had the night off.”

      “I do… kind of.” He said, “I’m just getting some fresh air.”

      Xander chuckled, but stopped when he noticed Landford’s expression. “You looked horrible.”

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t get something weird?” Xander stood and crossed his arms. “It wouldn’t be shocking. Half of everything here is poisonous.”

      Landford shook his head and faced the massive door. “I’m fine. Just disoriented. A zhorta told me it was normal. I need to adjust to the forest. Who knew you would be stronger than me?”

      Xander nodded, but waited, narrowing his eyes at him.

      “I’m fine.” Landford said, taking two steps outside.

      “It’s a girl, right?”

      That stopped him in his tracks, and behind him he heard Xander’s laugh. He could have corrected it. However, it was a girl. At least partially, and it sounded like a better explanation.

      “Did you meet her here, or she is part of the rangers?”

      Landford choked and frowned. “Here? Really? Most woman here are old enough to be my mother… or grandmother!”

      Xander lifted his shoulders with a smirk.

      “No.” But he knew how stupid his smile looked when he let Elizabeth’s memory into his mind.

      Xander's eyes opened wider. “So, she is one of us? How did I miss that? Tell me who—no, wait. Do I want to—Oh no! You are on the list and she—”

      “No, and no to all of that. She lives in Laconia, and the list has nothing to do with her… or me.”

      “Uh! That’s good then… or not?”

      “She doesn’t—I don’t think she… She is…” he sighed.

      Xander groaned. “So, she has no idea how you feel, so you don’t know what she thinks, correct?”

      Landford nodded.

      “But now it bothers?” Xander said, “We have been traveling for a while, and you never seem to—”

      “Well, she and her grandfather collect and deliver glacier orchids and flowers. This place is full of that smell.”

      Xander exhaled, frowning. “Not ideal. I can tell… but what you need to—”

      “Don’t you have a girlfriend or something to worry about?”

      “I had a something once, but my family signed me up, so I just… why bother?”

      Landford puffed and kept walking towards the roots. He should be graceful for his father’s decision to keep him away from those traditions. His problems were more than enough already.
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      He pretended to walk to the scaffoldings until the surrounding darkness blocked anyone inside the castle from noticing him. The rangers outside didn’t care to check the building. In reality, it was more a training exercise than a real lookout. Still, as quietly as possible, he walked around the building until he found the windows from the library.

      Climbing wasn’t a problem for him, unless he counted when Elizabeth told him not to do it. He checked around until he spotted an open window. The stone felt wet and cold making difficult to find enough grip to pull himself up, but not impossible.

      After a couple of tries, he stood by the edge of the window. From there, he had a magnificent view of the library. He had seen parts while walking by, but from that height, the pillars of books and papers were as impressive as the roots to him.

      Carefully, he slid inside. It wasn’t difficult to climb down, since the books formed columns everywhere. However, only a few feet from the ground, a book slid off, making all the others fall and knock over two or three towers with them.

      Landford turned ready to hide, not expecting to see a zhorta already standing there and smiling at him.

      “I’m glad you didn’t break your neck on the way down, boy. Books won’t get hurt, but you would.”

      “I’m sorry,” Landford knelt down and picked up a couple of books, but had no idea where to put them, “Sorry—I can explain—I”

      “You can explain? Well, that’s helpful because most of us use the door around here.”

      The zhorta didn’t look familiar to Landford, but he seemed amused.

      “Well,” Landford said, “I wanted—I need to find… I thought I could—”

      “Let me guess. Escape from the cold and read something good for a change?”

      His laugh echoed in the room and, stepping over some volumes he signaled Landford to follow.

      Landford tried to put the books in his hands on a shelf, but there was no room. He had to leave them on the floor and run to catch up with the zhorta. The long white beard, and heavy body misguided how fast he moved, especially when he had to jump books and parchments.

      When Landford found him. He was sitting by the immense fireplace, warming up his hands. He looked up and pointed at the chair in front of him.

      “Please, sit down. There is no reason to be sorry. I understand.”

      Landford sat down, but his stomach twisted, and his chest tensed. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, please. Just next time, use the door. There is no need to put your life in danger.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, assuming you figure out how to escape your job, so I don’t get in trouble, you can walk in here to enjoy the fireplace and a good read. We have some out there for all of you, but here… these are special.”

      The outside view impressed him, but from there it was breathtaking. All around them, there were shelves full of books and stacked walls with parchments. The warmth had to be part of the charm, along with the smell of old papers and ink.

      “I thought these were secret—”

      “Oh, there are, boy, but… look closely. Who can find anything in here?”

      Landford snorted and started to relax when the doors opened loudly and another zhorta stomped inside.

      “Zhorta Arthur, there you are.” The zhorta grabbed a chair from the area and sat by them. “I should have known you would be hiding here.”

      “Zhorta Marcus, we are not hiding. We are enriching our knowledge of this world in the warmest place around here.”

      Marcus looked at Landford from head to toe. “And you are?”

      “Ah… right. Lieutenant Landford White.”

      “Uh… never heard of you.” Zhorta Marcus said.

      “Landford. Peculiar name, but your last name is more… well known, correct?”

      All the stress that left him a moment before rushed back and he moved in his seat.

      “I see I’m correct.” Zhorta Arthur said and his eyes softened, “Your father is a… powerful man. He is good at his job, but not so much as a loving father. Losing your mother only enhanced his temperament.”

      “Did you know my mom?”

      “Not really. But I had been in many meetings with your father and after the loss well, he changed.”

      “Meetings?” Landford closed his fist, making his knuckles white. “I have never seen you in our house. What kind of meeting would my father have with a zhorta?”

      “Prime Zhorta,” Zhorta Marcus said rolling his eyes, “Arthur, this is the reason you do not meet with strangers without a proper introduction.”

      “He is a boy!”

      “He is a lieutenant,” Zhorta Marcus raised his voice, “not a boy, and you are old. Things have changed and will keep changing. Which brings me to the purpose of my unannounced visit.”

      Landford sat and after a deep breath, he let his hands open. He hated the way his father still affected him, even from miles away.

      “I just got news from my former community. They went ahead with the union.”

      “Really?” The Prime zhorta sighed and sat back, “those two will kill each other.”

      “If only!” Zhorta Marcus crossed his arms. “This is bad news to all valsings. Orson and Vanessa have nothing in common and should not be forced into marriage. As unthinkable as it seems, my race committed a mistake.”

      Zhorta Arthur stared at him for a second. “Landford, I have to listen to all of this, but I won’t force you to do it. Just walk around and see what you find. And please, use the door anytime you want to visit. I don’t need a heart attack.”

      The zhorta’s smile was as sincere as the disgusting look on the valsing’s face.

      Landford stood, bowed and walked down the first line of shelves. The conversation had to be important, but at the moment, it wasn’t his problem. He had a ton of those already.

      The Prime Zhorta was right. It must be impossible to find anything in such a mess of overloaded information. But he didn’t know Landford and thanks to his magic, he had no trouble finding books and parchments that related to his issue, the Great Wizard.

      Once he found a few volumes and read a couple of chapters, he became convinced he needed extra help. The little he understood made clear how dangerous it could be to unbalance the foundations of Hune. It would jeopardize everything. Nothing explained the foundation and the balance in understandable words, though. It was also clear a wizard was nothing like a sorcerer, but he understood little about that, too.

      He needed to find someone he could trust and help him as well. There were plenty of sorcerers in Hune, but not all understood the power of the land enough to teach him. Cielthos said he worked with a Great Wizard and seemed to have some sort of interest in helping. However, he worked with his father and the other two sorcerers.

      He threw another book on the ground and picked up the next one. He scrolled down the chapters until his heart skipped a beat and hurried to open the right page.

      Some called it vivid dreams or dream traveling, but the name didn’t matter. The ability to visit places or people was as natural as walking for wizards. Sorcerers couldn’t do it. He didn’t finish the chapter, and ran out of the library, ready to try the trick, but the light of the morning disappointed him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth opened her eyes when a bright light shone in her face, and it took her a couple of seconds to realize the surrounding sound was the waterfall. She sat up, with one hand on her heart and the other one covering her mouth.

      “Please don’t scream. It’s just me—”

      “Landford?” She turned to find him crouching down at her side.

      It was more than a year since she saw him, and although his hair was longer and he had a darker shade of a beard, his genuine smile, and the spark in his eyes, were the same.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you… I’m still learning, and this is the first time I actually try—”

      “What are you—How did I get here? Did something happen to Grandpa?”

      Landford shook his hands from side to side. “Everything is all right. He is sleeping in your house. I just… I kind of took you—moved—brought you with—”

      “You kidnaped me?” She stood up and stepped backward but her feet got stuck on a rock, and she lost her balance.

      Somehow, Landford stopped her fall and held her for a second too long. “I didn’t kidnap you,” he said, letting her down. “You are kind of dreaming, but not completely. Think about it as a very vivid dream that you share with me.”

      “You are in my mind?” Elizabeth held her breath and covered her face. “I told you before you shouldn’t—”

      “I’m not,” he said, moving her palms down. “I promised you before, even if I could, I wouldn’t do it to you. It’s more like you are in my thoughts, but not in real life.”

      In silence, he waited until she cleared her throat and stopped panting.

      He let go of her hands and stood in front of her. “Good evening, Elizabeth. I missed talking to you.”

      “How is—so you are the Great—Is this safe? Aren’t you in danger by using magic? I don’t want you to get hurt, or—”

      “Those are a lot of questions. I can’t answer all yet, but… would you sit down with me?”

      Elizabeth smiled and found a small opening in the grass. She pulled her thick wool sweater closer and pushed her hair back when he sat in front of her.

      “Your hair is longer,” he said, playing with his army hat in his hands, “or it’s just down?”

      She tilted her head. “It has been a while. I’m sure it grew and got cut a couple of times. But I don’t think you want to talk about this… or I don’t need to… the most important is, are you safe here? Would any of the sorcerers know that you—”

      “No,” his expression hardened. “They won’t notice. It sort of happens in my head. I guess that makes it harmless… or safe. Unless somehow it unbalances Hune.”

      “Unbalance Hune?”

      “Yes. Crazy, but Hune’s foundations are all about balance… don’t ask me of what yet. I’m still learning.”

      She breathed easier, knowing that he was trying to understand his magic. A shiver ran down her spine when she recognized he was the Great Wizard. 

      “Where are you?” She said, “I mean, normally… not literally... I guess?”

      Landford chuckled and took out a small glacier orchid from his pocket. “The Soto Forest is full of this stuff.”

      “The Soto Forest?” She leaned closer to the blossom but didn’t touch it. “It has a stronger essence than the ones around here.”

      “Ah, yes it does! More when thousands of them surround you.”

      She looked at him, and when she found his eyes staring at her, her cheeks warmed up, and her stomach fluttered.

      “I’m not sure that is a good thing,” she said. “How is the rest of the forest? Do the trees really move?”

      He smirked. “It’s a strange place, Elizabeth. What you hear about it, but bigger.”

      “Nice!” She had many more questions, but there were more important things to talk than her curiosity. “Did you find a sorcerer there or you are… how are you learning?”

      He looked at his hat. “You don’t want to—all right, back to business.”

      “Landford. I miss talking to you too but… I have a feeling this won’t last forever, and you have more important things to figure out than describing trees or mushrooms to me.”

      A shy smile crossed his face, but he didn’t look up. 

      “I got access to St. Patrick’s library and found some books. A lot of them, and…” He rubbed his chin and sighed. “I need help to understand, but I’m not sure. Cielthos may be my best option, but…”

      After he left, she asked her grandpa more questions about the sorcerers he had met. The old man wasn’t a fan.  He didn’t trust that their real interest was the welfare of Hune. Besides that, she had heard Cielthos was capable of controlling dragons.

      “Dragons… those are enormous creatures.” She bent her legs and hugged them. “But, from the beginning, you thought about him as an option. So far, your instinct hasn’t failed you. You may as well listen to it again.”

      Landford sighed. He was lying on the ground, resting his head on his hands, admiring the night sky.

      “I have to learn more. I can’t go around waking hundreds of dragons or moving roots without knowing how… I won’t put you in danger, Elizabeth… or anyone.”

      “I’ll be fine. You are the one—”

      He sat up and his tone turned serious and firm. “You are the only person who knows about me. Don’t you think that would put you in a peculiar situation?… I may not be safe, but you aren’t either, and…” he sighed. “As long as I’m alive, I won’t let them hurt you.”

      He let himself down again and kept looking at the sky. For some reason, being incapable of helping him formed a knot in her throat, and she had to swallow tears back.

      “If I could…” he said in a more joyful tone, “I hope I break nothing now…” he chuckled and turned to her. “My complaint about the Soto Forest is that the trees block the stars. Wouldn’t you miss those?”

      Elizabeth pressed her lips together. “I guess people see what they want to see. I would admire the shapes of the trees above me, and find constellations on those lines.”

      Landford laughed, loud and without concerns, making her laugh too until abruptly he stood up.

      She didn’t move, even when he started to talk fast to himself.

      “What did you say? People see what... That has to work, and it has to. It’s way easier. You are brilliant!”

      He grabbed his hat from the ground and turned around. A second later, he stopped and looked at her.

      “Lizzie, I have to go. I’ll explain you everything next time, but—”

      “Where are you going? Wait… How am I—?”

      He knelt by her and whispered in her ear. “Close you eyes. I won’t let you fall.”

      “What…” her eyelids became heavy and not even his presence was enough to keep her awake.

      Elizabeth woke up and found herself in her room. She rubbed her face, and got up, certain she had a strange dream, until she noticed the small glacier orchid sitting on her bedroom table.
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      Landford sat on the ground, leaning against the root behind him, smiling at nothing specifically. His conversation with Elizabeth kept playing in his mind. He wondered how just a year changed her so much, making the already pretty girl he met, so much more beautiful.

      He was convinced now she didn’t care for him the same way he did for her. Every time he tried to make a reference outside his magic, she changed the subject. Still, he appreciated her real concern for him.

      “Daydreaming?” Xander said when he approached him to switch shifts.

      Landford was glad to see him. The faster he got back to the library, the sooner he could start working in his next move.

      Elizabeth was right, of course. He just needed to find a way to use it to disguise his identity. It was ridiculous to change his appearance. But if others saw him as they imagined the Great Wizard look like, then discovering who he was would become more complicated.

      He was about to leave when he noticed his friend’s countenance. His shoulders were down and his usual smile was missing.

      “If I’m daydreaming, you are having a nightmare?”

      Xander shook his head and tossed him a letter he had in his pocket.

      “I got this today.” Xander pushed his hair back and paced around. “I guess I shouldn’t be so upset but… I don’t...”

      Landford opened the paper and read it. It was the first time he read one of those letters. He had expected it to be more elaborate, or at least less authoritative. It said they had matched Xander with a girl named Theresa Ovemoi, and in his next visit to Tundra, he had to introduce himself to her family.

      “It reminds me of my father’s letters. But… she has a pretty name?”

      His friend sat down and rested his head against another root.

      “The name is part of the problem. The thing is,” he exhaled, “I met her before, and she isn’t… I don’t know, maybe she changed.”

      “Oh… so, you didn’t get a long, or—?

      “No. I mean, yes... She likes things I don’t care for and—there isn’t much we have in common. Who makes this decision, anyway?”

      Landford read the letter again. The signature was a supposed committee and had no names on it. Obviously, nobody wanted to take responsibility for it. He remembered Elizabeth told him her aunt was a matchmaker, though.

      “You could change your mind. It had happened before.”

      “I know, but I couldn’t. I rather she changed her mind, but I doubt she would.”

      Landford nodded. “Your family is too good to let go?”

      “Well, I can always get lost in this forest.” Xander sighed and rubbed his face. “But, hey! You looked better. Did you adapt to the smell here or…?”

      “Something like that.” He stood up and added more of the moss the zhortas gave them to keep the fire going. “Join the zhortas? Who knows how many of them are here because of that stupid list!”

      Landford stayed with his friend. The books wouldn’t go anywhere and being alone with those thoughts could become torture.

      Although the conversation about nothing important lighteded Xander’s mood, Landford thought about it for the rest of the day. It seemed unfair anyone had to live with others’ decision, especially without even knowing how they concluded that.

      By the time he started to read in the library, his findings were a mix of the origins of the list and a way to change reality perception. But, once night arrived, he had a good excuse to visit Elizabeth again.
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      This time, when Elizabeth opened her eyes and she wasn’t in her room anymore, she didn’t panic. There was a strong smell of orchids and the ground seemed to be wet. She stood up and had to open her arms to balance herself while looking up.

      “The best view is from outside, but this would do,” Landford said behind her ear while putting a blanket over her shoulders. “I would light a fire, but it’s very tricky around here.”

      She looked up at him, and then at the trees. The twisted roots and their massive size were beyond what she had imagined. A breathless sensation made her smile wider.

      He shook his head and leaned against a root, but when she tried to touch the one next to her, Landford jumped where she was and held her hand.

      “That’s poisonous.”

      Elizabeth stepped back and looked at it, but found no difference among the roots. She guessed her expression was enough when Landford simply added.

      “You learn how to identify them. Daytime helps. Although it’s always kind of dark in here. A little warmer, though.”

      “This is amazing.” She said and crossed her arms, holding the blanket tighter. “Thanks!”

      Landford looked down, smiling. “I thought you should check it out before giving it your eternal love. Although I guess you still—”

      “Love it? Yes!” she walked around looking up at the massive roots. “Can you see them move?”

      “I do, and it’s annoying, but you can’t… unless something drastic happened and then you won’t want to be around them. These are big things to be underneath them.”

      Elizabeth looked up imagining how dangerous that could be, still she wouldn’t mind hiking over those woods.

      “Have you thought of joining the zhortas? Some of them live here.” He said joking but when she didn’t answer, his tone turned serious. “Have you really considered it? Becoming a zhorta, I mean. Not living here. I can tell you have dreamed about that.”

      She pointed to a root where she sat after he nodded. “Well, I have talked to Grandpa about living here all the time. Now I’m sure it has plenty of orchids… But becoming a zhorta is different. I can’t leave him… we only have each other.”

      Landford sat by her and crossed his arms. “You Grandfather is very lucky.”

      “I wish you could meet him.”

      He remained quiet for a moment, and he cleared his throat, avoiding her eyes when he talked.

      “Elizabeth, I have to ask you two things… I guess… I’m sorry, it always sounds like I have—”

      “It’s all right. I’m happy to help… if I can even—”

      “You have helped me a lot,” he said. “Please promise me… give me your word that if this ever bothers you… any of it… you’ll tell me. The last thing I want is to perturb your life.”

      She stepped in front of him.

      “You are not perturbing anything. I enjoy talking to you.”

      He smiled. “Still, could you please promise me you will tell me? One day, it may not be so funny to be woken up… or you may have a family that won’t appreciate it.”

      Elizabeth felt her chest tighten, and she had to move back, this time evading him. “Of course, I promise.”

      Landford exhaled and nodded a few times.

      “All right. First the easy one, I guess… Remember when you told me your aunt is a matchmaker?”

      Elizabeth frowned and waited for the rest.

      “I was wondering if you know how they choose the couples.”

      “Are you hoping to join the—”

      “No! Not me. I kind of have enough already… a friend… a great friend. He received his letter, but he isn’t sure how it’s possible he got matched with that girl.”

      “Has he met her before? That’s different.”

      “How come?”

      Elizabeth moved up on the root, letting her legs hang down, and seized the branch by her side. “I have overhead my aunt saying something, but I’m not sure how it works. In fact, I avoid being in the same room when she visits.”

      Landford nodded. “Fair enough.”

      “I think the idea is using the mystery of the matching as part of the charm. The committee bases a lot of their decision on the pair’s location. The fewer chances they have met before, the better, so they can create… um… make it dreamier?”

      “Dreamier?” he snorted. “What about having something to talk about?… or magic?”

      “No magic… or at least not a direct one. More like Hune makes it happen.”

      “Like when you—” He cleared his throat and moved to the other branch. “But in this case, he knows her, and he seems very convinced it will not work.”

      “Well,” she brushed her hair behind her ears, trying not to think how cold she felt without him by her side. “Sometimes it has more to do with family relations or connections. My aunt hates those because she said it takes away the purpose of destiny.”

      Landford laughed and paced around, but it wasn’t a joyful one, so Elizabeth remained quiet.

      After a while, he stopped and rubbed the back of his neck. “You know how annoying it is to think my father did me a favor.”

      She tilted her head but didn’t need to ask.

      “He decided neither of his sons were worthy it of the privilege, remember? I hate having something to thank him for.” He snorted and let his arms down. “Sorry, Lizzie. Sometimes I can’t—”

      He walked closer once again and held his elbow with one hand, tapping his lips with the other. His voice softened and a smile appeared on his face.

      “I need to try something, Elizabeth, and you are the only—” He exhaled and let his hands down by his sides. “You are the only one I blindly trust in this world, Lizzie.”

      Her heartbeat sped up, and she bit her bottom lip, knowing from that moment she would love to be called Lizzie by him.

      “Remember you told me about people seeing what they want to? So, my second question is… Could you please imagine a wizard?”

      “You want me to picture you?”

      “Right. Not me… I should have figured.” He chuckled and moved around. “You actually know one.” He looked back at her with a wicked smirk that sent butterflies to Elizabeth’s stomach. “Think about a sorcerer, or have you met one?”

      She shook her head, not trusting her voice.

      “Good. So, picture one of those and close your eyes… please?”

      Elizabeth had her questions, but couldn’t say no. She chose the idea of Cielthos, since the other two that Landford mentioned scared her. Only a few seconds after he asked her to open her eyes.  

      She had to cover her mouth to muffle her scream when the old man she just imagined stood in front of her. And if it wasn’t for him, she would have fallen backwards.

      “Sorry, are you all right?” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you again. I’m so sorry.”

      She jumped off the root and stepped back. “Who are you and where is Landford?”

      The old man put his hands up in surrender and moved away from her. “It’s me Lizzie, Landford.”

      A sudden dizziness made her knees weak, and she stumbled backwards. She tried to hold on to the branch by her but missed it. However, she never hit the ground. A pair of strong arms held her. Her sight came back and Landford’s blue eyes were right in front of her. 

      “I’m so sorry.” He said and helped her down. “I had to try—So sorry.”

      “You are trying to give me a heart attack?”

      He shook his head and let her head rest on his shoulder. “Not at all. I just—”

      “I guess it worked?”

      “Yes, it does.” He stroked her back. “In my defense, it was your idea.”

      “What?” Elizabeth wanted to argue, but her eyelids kept closed, and his embrace was too comfortable to fight it.

      “People see what they want to see… now I can try to talk to Cielthos.”

      That made her open her eyes and she knelt right in front of him. “You can’t! He is a sorcerer, Landford. What if he discovers it is just—No—What if he kills you?”

      “He can’t see my magic. Otherwise he or the others would have caught me already.” He touched her lips, “and I have to meet him. I need to… you know that.”

      She sat back on her ankles, looking at the ground. “When?”

      “I have to sleep so… probably in a couple of days…”

      “Promise me you’ll tell me what happens. Even if it doesn’t work out.”

      He shook his head, but Elizabeth grabbed him by his shoulders. “You got a promise from me and used me to try your magic on. Don’t tell me it is dangerous. I don’t care. Promise you will—”

      “All right, I swear I’ll let you know.”

      She sighed and a heavy tiredness fall on her.

      “Good night Lizzie.”
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      Landford questioned his idea the moment he arrived to Reign Mountain. He knew Cielthos lived there, and for what he found about the sorcerer, he was in fact related to dragons. But even when he knew he would face at one of those creatures, nothing could have prepared him for it. The tall beast that stood in front of him was invincible. He left his sword at the abbey, but the long blade would have been useless against that creature.

      He barely reached the shoulder of the dragon. Its scales were thick, and without a doubt, its teeth were sharp. The scariest part was the heat emanating from its mouth, hotter than a fire pit.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The stone walls around him trembled, and Landford had to cover his ears. “I’m looking for Cielthos?”

      The dragon lowered its head and stared at him. “You understand me. Who are you?”

      “He said Cielthos, not the Lord of the dragons?” Another loud growl said, and within seconds, a second dragon landed right behind Landford. This one even bigger.

      “Lord of the dragons?” Landford puffed and added, “Who can claim that title? Look at you. Nobody can own you!”

      The first dragon sat looking at the second one, who growled. From the mountain, hundreds of dragons mimicked its sound.

      “For the gods!” Landford said, looking up. The mountain seemed to be covered by those creatures.

      “You aren’t as dumb as most humans.” The second one said, “who are you?”

      From behind the first dragon, a human walked toward him. “The Great Wizard! This is an honor!”

      It had been a few years since he saw Cielthos in his father’s office, but his elderly figure and joyful personality were easy to recognize.

      The dragons flew up, losing interest in Landford.

      “I have been looking for you!” He said to Cielthos, who with a welcoming laugh wrapped his shoulders.

      “I can say the same thing about you, old man!” The sorcerer said, and Landford’s muscles relaxed. “You have been doing some mischief around.”

      “Not on purpose. But it’s hard to ask for help when not everyone likes that you are a part of Hune, right?”

      Cielthos signaled him to walk with him. “Absolutely! Let’s go inside my home. We can talk better there.”

      Landford looked at the dragons, but none of the hundreds of them were looking down.

      “They are temperamental, but they are also like a social flock of birds.”

      “But they may eat you, right?”

      Cielthos patted his back and laughed so loud, a small growl escaped him. “You are a funny wizard! They won’t feed on you. Maybe kill you and play with your remains, but never eat you. They dislike the human flavor.”

      “That’s a relief, I guess?” Landford frowned and wondered how come no one had named Reign Mountain  a dangerous zone in Hune.
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      Elizabeth slowly opened her eyes when something moved inside her room. The darkness of the night was still around, and the cold was turning bitter. Her blankets moved up her shoulder, and not surprisingly a second later, Landford leaned carefully over her bed.

      “I won’t keep you up this time,” he said and brushed a thread away from her face. “But I promise you… It worked. I think you are safe, and I won’t destroy Hune by mistake.”

      She giggled and held his hand. “Thanks.”

      He looked at the ground while brushing his tomb over her palm. “I found this special prayer that only the Great Wizard can hear… If your life is ever in danger… I will find you.”

      She closed her eyes while he whispered a heartful pledge.

      “That’s so beautiful.” She said when he finished.

      “As long as you don’t need it… sure it’s beautiful.” His expression darkened. “I have to go, though. Until I’m convinced, I won’t put you in more danger…”

      Something was different this time. Besides the growing knot in her throat, it didn’t feel like the previous times when he met her by the waterfall or the forest. She closed her eyes, trying to move away from that nightmare, and kept them shut when he kissed her head.

      The wooden floors cracked, and her door hinges creaked the same way it had for years. It wasn’t until she heard the main door opening and the icy breeze made her shiver, that she realized he really had been there.

      She ran outside, but once she reached the road, there was no one there. A piece of her heart broke. Tears rolled down her face, and she did nothing to stop them.
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      Gemli threw the jar against the wall, and the glass sprayed everywhere.

      His interest in the Great Wizard had been nonexistent until then. The old man showing up and taking the principal seat in the High Council only proved his idiocy. But messing with his decades of planning and work changed everything.

      One thing he loved about humans was their attachment to ridiculous traditions. The list ranked among his top favorites. Parents controlling their kids’ lives by deciding who they will join in marriage, using the excuse of destiny and magic guidance to cover the family’s desire for prestige and comfort. It didn’t sound any better than the reisers’ option that allowed no attachments among them.

      For years, he played along and put all the pieces together to start his revenge on his own. And when it was about to happen, this wizard, with no idea of his power, came to mess it up.

      Gemli inhaled and sat, staring at the window of his room in the castle.

      From there, he could see the armory yard. Day after day, human soldiers marched and sword trained, all while living in what appeared to be a peaceful Hune.

      He wondered how no one ever suspected their need for soldiers and training. If all races lived in harmony, being ready for a war should have been ridiculous. Nobody figured it out, though, and they will regret it.

      The Great Wizard may have slowed his plan, but only that. His order upset the High Council. None of its members had ever intervened with the matchmaking selection. Maybe they would suggest a match to the right pair of ears before the announcement. This decision woke many enemies. More importantly, it gave a lot of information to Gemli.

      For instance, he learned the Great Wizard favored one of the four families whose marriage arrangement got changed. Most would think he would prefer the ones getting the higher benefit from the royal family, but he doubted it.

      He had listened to that aged man, and royal power didn’t matter to him. Gemli needed to meet those families. One of the members must share similar principles or ideas with the wizard. That would be his weakness, and Gemli’s new target.

      The job wasn’t hard, just obnoxious. As a member of the High Council, he didn’t need an invitation. In fact, his presence should give more relevance to any event. He hated social gatherings, but this time he was looking forward to attending those two weddings.
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      Landford grabbed his sack and jumped out of the ship. Tundra welcomed him with his view of the castle and the yellowish boardwalk that lead them to the heart of the capital of Hune. No one denied how the houses around the piers, the small market at the side and the protecting wall of the royal property gave the capital a wonderful character. It didn’t compare to his own city, though.

      Nobody knew he often had visited both cities.

      Once he took his seat in the High Council, he had to assist in meetings more often than he had wanted, but it proved to be worth it. He learned a lot about his world and the people who managed it.

      For an instant, he got a different perspective of his father. He still didn’t like him, but at least he understood all the responsibility he had over his shoulders and appreciate his commitment to protect Hune.

      “Isn’t it the best place you have ever been?” Xander said, standing at his side. “I mean, what can compare to this beauty?”

      “Not sure about it… a massive waterfall with an impressive mountain on the back instead of… nothing, would do the trick.”

      Xander waved his hand at him and pulled his sack higher on his shoulder. But he froze, making Landford laugh.

      “Yeah, laugh all you want. If you were in my place, you wouldn’t have made it out of the ship without throwing up.”

      “Probably, but this isn’t my show.”

      Landford walked towards the town, and Xander followed him not too far behind. He had to remember he wasn’t supposed to be familiar with the city. As himself, he only visited on his way to the Soto Forest years before.

      “Where to, Xander?”

      His friend frowned. “I guess we should go to my house. My parents must have something in mind for the meeting. Their letter didn’t say much. Everyone has been crazy about the change and all that.”

      “Come on! You don’t want to see her? If I was you, that is exactly where I’d be going.”

      “As if that was the truth. Tell me again, where is Elizabeth?”

      Landford looked at the ocean at his side and sighed. “Just saying. Why let your parents decide when and how you will meet your future wife? Isn’t it enough they choose her for you?”

      Xander shook his head. “You are right. That’s a good point. Let’s find the Smith family.”

      “All right! Are you bringing flowers?”

      When Xander’s shoulders dropped, Landford shook him and pushed him.

      “No need for flowers. You can get those another time. Nothing better than meeting her after a long trip.”

      Xander rolled his eyes, but kept walking. “Do you know where you are going?”

      “No, no idea, but better keep you walking. You know where she lives?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes I do… I may have even seen her before.”
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      Elizabeth was carrying the orchid baskets out of her cart, making sure she had enough for the ceremony. She only had two days to get everything set and considering the way everyone was acting around this second wedding, she needed to be extra careful.

      Her grandpa was the one dealing with all the family meetings and taking notes of all the decision, but he was sick. He was very sick, and the thought of him traveling that far scared Elizabeth. She swallowed a knot and pushed a strand of hair back again.

      One thing was sure. She would be relieved once the wedding was done. A hint of guilt pinched her heart, and she checked the arrangement she was working on. The family of the bride had been very nice to her. The bride, Alleta, was nothing but kind to her. It wasn’t their fault her personal life was falling apart.

      Having her aunt as a guest was their fault, though, and she dreaded talking to her. For days, she had stayed away. Alleta had insisted on her staying with her family, since many of the inns were full. Changes in the list didn’t happen often, especially coming from the High Council.

      Hundreds of people attended Theresa and Nicolas’s wedding. There was no reason for this one to be any different. It was nice Alleta had requested having it in the main yard, instead of the castle garden like the last one. It made Elizabeth’s work easier, since she didn’t have to deal with the King’s armament or the monarch deciding to take a stroll at any moment.

      “Elizabeth,” Alleta said walking towards her, “I thought you may want some water. The sun can get too much.”

      “Thanks.” She took the cup, “It hasn’t bothered me yet. The warm weather is nice for a change. Laconia can get a little cold at times.”

      “You shouldn’t say that out loud. My father would use it for his eternal rival discussion about the cities.”

      Elizabeth took a sip, and its freshness made the work ahead look better.

      “Do you like how it is looking?” She said, but Alleta’s terrified expression worried her. “Is it that bad?”

      “Oh no, the place looks amazing. It’s…” She exhaled and closed her eyes for a second, “nothing… um… nothing.”

      Elizabeth put the cup down and touched Alleta’s arm. “Are you scared to meet him?”

      “It’s silly but…” she pursed her lips together and looked around before answering. “The original letter I received made me so sad. I thought my life was ruined, and when it all changed… It was like I could breathe again, but still… What if he was disappointed with the change?” She shook her head. “I told you. It’s just silly.”

      “I don’t think it’s silly. If I was in your place, I would be sick or something.”

      Alleta smiled and took a heavy breath. “Thanks. Although I doubt you would get sick.”

      “Honestly, I probably would escape. But listen. You just flutter those big eyelashes and let the deep grey of your eyes do their job. Any disappointment would fly away.

      That made her laugh. “I better go back to help my mom. That dress won’t hold another ribbon.”

      Elizabeth chuckled and walked back to her job. She had always enjoyed putting the flowerbeds together. The color on the windows reminded her of home.

      A rush of wind blew by her, sending a few blossoms down the road.

      “Great!” she said under her breath. A soldier passing by bent down and tried to pick it up.

      “Stop! Don’t touch it.”

      She grabbed the blossom with her thick glove.

      “Please, forgive me.” His mortified tone made her look closely. He was tall with dark hair and kind eyes, but his hands seemed to shake and sweat dripped from his forehead. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just trying—”

      “It’s not that,” Elizabeth said standing up showing the orchid to the soldier, “It has poison on it. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      He stared at the flower and then back at her. “Oh, thanks. I should have known. Those grow in the Soto Forest everywhere.”

      Elizabeth’s heart skipped a beat and she dropped another flower into the basket.

      “I was—am looking for—”

      “Let me look at it, mom!” Alleta said, walking out of the house a little farther away from them.

      The soldier turned and the second he saw Alleta, he caught his breath, until he remembered he was talking to Elizabeth, and his nervousness grew.

      “I apologize. Again. Sorry, I’m looking for—”

      “Alleta Smith,” Elizabeth said, and she couldn’t avoid smiling at him, which made his shoulders drop. “Well, lucky for both of us. Alleta is the redhead over there, not me.”

      He stood up and his face lit up. “Are you sure?”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Ah… yes. I’m positive I’m not Alleta, and I hope you are Alexander?”

      He nodded, staring at Elizabeth, until he shook his head and strode away, but a second later turned to her again.

      “Thanks. I mean, yes… I’m Alexander. Please—”

      “Just go before her mom calls her.”

      Alexander didn’t wait and walked down, almost bouncing, until he was two steps away. Even from afar, Elizabeth noticed his shoulders lifting before he called her name.

      She had heard how magical it was when the people on the list met. But she doubted it looked as awkward and cute as those two. There was no question they liked each other.

      “He isn’t that smart,” a man said behind her ear, and her heart pounded like a drum. “I know who the real beautiful girl is here.”

      “Landford!” She turned and hugged him as tight as she could.

      His arms wrapped around her and for a second, her life made sense again, but he let her go.

      “Elizabeth. It’s so nice to see you but, what are you doing in Tundra? Did you move?

      “I could ask the same.”

      A sweet laugh from the couple filled the road.

      “Look at those two. Seems so easy.”

      Elizabeth frowned and crossed her arms. “Well, there is a scandal around them. The High Council changed their original match. Higher connections!”

      “No!” He placed his hand over his heart, “So outrageous!”

      She stared into his eyes and he smiled.

      “Come.” Gently, he moved the same strand of hair away from her face. “Let me introduce you.”

      The couple didn’t notice them approaching until Landford cleared his throat, making Alleta blush and Alexander scratched his head.

      “Xander! Nice of you to introduce me.”

      “Right, of course.” Xander pointed at him. “Alleta, this is my best friend, Major Landford White.”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Smith,” Landford said.

      “Xander, this is Elizabeth Granite.”

      Xander looked at Elizabeth and a strange smirk appeared on his face. “Elizabeth! I have heard so much about you.”

      Elizabeth’s cheeks warmed up and Alleta’s mom saved her when she came outside, in shock from the earlier encounter, but as happy as could be.
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      “And you didn’t think it may attract some attention?”

      Elizabeth said, grabbing the next flower and handing it to Landford, who easily could reach the light pole and hang it from there.

      “Not really… and that wasn’t the point.” He walked to the next pole, making sure no one was walking by them. “Why do you have to decorate the streets again? Isn’t that too much for a wedding?”

      She tilted her head and lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t know who Xander's father is? I guess, being part of the city committee has its consequences.”

      Landford puffed and pointed at the basket.

      “But I really appreciate the help. You have no idea how long it would have taken me if I—”

      “It’s the least I can do for you.” He said and once again, he let his eyes stare at her for a little too long. “Probably the best use of my… abilities, so far.” 

      Elizabeth hit his arm and looked around. The night was full of stars, and all the surrounding lamps were lit, making it hard to hide the fact Landford didn’t need gloves to touch those orchids.

      “What?” He said, “I’m talking about my height… obviously.”

      That reminded her she shouldn’t be alone with a guy. Especially with her aunt around. She had already made some sour comments the two times she saw her for less than ten minutes.

      “How did you know they…” she started, but changed her mind. She didn’t need a conversation that would leave a deep mark on her heart. “Are you going to attend the wedding?”

      “What do you mean? Of course, I’m going to be there.”

      She snorted, and he winked at her.

      “Right, pretend you don’t know what I’m asking.”

      He finished with the orchid and walked to the next pole. They were almost done, and just in time. Those decorations were a last-minute addition, and she didn’t like them much. It was going to take a while to pick those orchids, and she really wanted to get back to her grandpa as soon as possible.

      “Hey, I could help… If you tell me what is bothering you.”

      She exhaled and bent to pick the last orchid. Part of her wanted to tell him, but the truth was magic didn’t heal people and he was going to leave soon. Maybe for years, or forever this time.

      A touch on her shoulder made her look up, and she found him standing right in front of her. Her knees trembled and her throat closed, so she lied.

      “My aunt is bothering me about making the right choice in my life.”

      Landford moved back avoiding her eyes. “About getting married?”

      “I guess so... About knowing what I will do after grandpa—”

      She couldn’t continue and had to wipe her eyes with the back of her hand. She felt his hand on her arm, but this time she didn’t turn. It was going to hurt more if she let him closer.

      “I’m all right. It’ll be fine.”

      “Elizabeth, let me—”

      He stood up and looked around.

      She had never seen his expression so hard, and it made her shiver. He put his finger on top of his lips and signaled her to move towards the trees, where she stood still. Two second later, a couple of very drunk guys walked up the street.

      His shoulders relaxed, but his expression didn’t change when he moved closer.

      “I’ll hang the last flower, but it’s better to get out of here. I have a bad feeling about… come on. Let me walk you back.”

      His smile was sincere but didn’t reach his eyes, so she just nodded.

      They walked in silence since she didn’t dare to ask what had happened or why he suddenly grew so concerned. Too many years had passed between them. Now he knew all he needed to, and had been working as the Great Wizard for a while.

      Once they reached Alleta’s house, he didn’t leave until she closed the door behind her.

      She stood by the window, watching him walk up the street.

      “Elizabeth! What are you doing? Ruining your reputation even more!”

      Not only her aunt’s annoying tone but the way she made her jump put Elizabeth over the edge.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I assumed you would need some help with the flowers tonight. But I see you had other plans in mind.”

      Elizabeth moved away from the window and walked around the table, putting as much space as possible between them.

      “You are going to wake up everyone.”

      “No, I’m not.” Her aunt said and crossing her arms. “I don’t need to yell what I have to tell you. That… soldier, it’s bad news Elizabeth, or tell me right now, he had talked to you about—”

      “It’s not like that, Tara.” She said, using her name, knowing how much she hated it. “He is my friend, and that’s it. And he isn’t bad news. His father wrote that because he—”

      “His father? I’m aware of what his brother did to that poor boy in Laconia. Wait, didn’t you help him? Yes, you did, and correct me if I’m wrong but, didn’t your… friend, also get arrested.”

      “I can’t believe you are talking about—”

      “What I can’t understand is why you are fooling yourself like this?”

      Elizabeth crossed her arms, snorting.

      “You may think everything is innocent, child, but the day you want to find a proper relationship, this guy,” she said, pointing at the window and frowning as if something was rotting outside of it. “This man, along with your private walks, in the middle of the night, is all any respectful person is going to see.”

      Elizabeth rubbed her face and turned around. “You don’t know—”

      “I know exactly what I’m talking about. My dad is dying, and you have been a selfish spoiled girl for too long. It never occurred to you that having someone else to help him would have kept his health in better condition?

      “No, grandpa wouldn’t—He isn’t… that is not why—”

      “And you? Soon you will find yourself alone, and that idiot outside won’t be there. I don’t care what his father said about him, but I do care who his father is and listen to me Elizabeth, if you two were on the list, you would never be on the same page.”

      Elizabeth rubbed away the tears that escaped her eyes, but her aunt didn’t let her talk.

      “I would apologize if I’m wrong. Has he asked you to be part of his life? Is he even in love with you? Because when he is looking at you, all I see is pity in his eyes.”

      She walked to the door and the second she closed it, Elizabeth let herself fall on the ground and clutch her knees, hoping her crying wasn’t loud enough to wake up anyone in the house.
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      The ceremony was beautiful. The harmony about the couple, and the way both interacted with each other, made it worth the mess of switching the list.

      Finding who Xander’s soul mate wasn’t hard for him, but he promised not to do it again. Not the looking or the correction. Many people got mad with the decision, and he wished his next consideration should be to cancel that tradition all together.

      He looked around during the ceremony but didn’t find Elizabeth. She wasn’t a good liar. Her aunt wasn’t the real problem, and he wouldn’t leave without figuring it out. After all she had done for him, he would not abandon her.

      “Major Landford,” Cielthos said, approaching him with an extended hand. “I believe we have an excellent friend in common.”

      Landford shook the sorcerer's hand, “I’m afraid I don’t—”

      “Of course! How rude of me. Cielthos, the lord of the dragons, at your service.”

      He pretended to be impressed by the introduction but wondered what the dragons would think of it. Brutus and Maximus weren’t fans of having a human lord.

      “I wouldn’t dare to say the Great Wizard considers me a friend, though.”

      The sorcerer patted his back. “You are so humble. I have no doubts he knows you as one. Why did he change this arrangement if it wasn’t for a good friend’s petition?”

      Landford smiled, looking around. He remembered well how Cielthos wasn’t a fan of the idea, and plenty of times asked him not to do it. However, he didn’t have a chance to answer.

      The moment Elizabeth walked inside the yard, nothing was more important than her distressed expression.

      “I don’t want to intrude but, how did you two meet?” The sorcerer said, forcing Landford to look away. “He never explained much… or made a lot of sense. You have talked to him, I guess. His way of talking must be a thing of his old age.”

      Xander’s father saved him as he wrapped his shoulders.

      “For the gods! What a marvelous day. It was a magnificent ceremony, right?” He noticed the sorcerer and pushed Landford to the side. “My apologies, your excellency. I didn’t mean to interrupt any conversation. I just…” he looked at Landford with eyes wide open and a bigger smile. “This is unbelievable. I can’t believe you would grant us with your presence. You have no idea how much I admire your job. And the dragons!”

      “Oh… well… I’m out of words here,” Cielthos said, “I have never gotten such a reaction before.”

      “What! That’s ridiculous!” Xander’s father lowered his voice. “You are the most powerful sorcerer. There is no question about that.”

      The conversation just got enhanced with adjectives that bounced between the men. They also did a great job of keeping Landford in the middle of their opinions.

      From the distance he observed how Elizabeth moved slowly closer to the tables, avoiding the ones with people sitting at them. She had a pretty dress on and the curls of her hair touched her shoulders, but it wasn’t an outfit suited for that ceremony, and when she lifted her hands, he noticed the gloves between them.

      He was certain Alleta had invited her and told her not to worry about picking the flowers that day.

      “Isn’t that something, Landford?” Cielthos said. “How can that be even possible?”

      Luckily, Xander’s father answered the question. Something about Tundra’s design around the ocean, and how it had been more difficult than building Laconia’s ports.

      He lost Elizabeth for a second, until he saw a guy, one of Xander’s friends from the town, approaching her. She was putting on her gloves when he interrupted her. As she smiled at him, Landford felt his blood rise, and it was impossible not to frown. She took a step back, shaking her head, and he bowed and walked away.

      Landford breathed again until he followed Elizabeth’s sight. A mature woman with her arms crossed and no signs of kindness shook her head. She had a slight resemblance to Elizabeth, and by her surrender response, Landford guessed it was her aunt.

      Elizabeth walked up to the guy who approached her, and with a fake grin, talked to him. After a couple of seconds, he escorted her to the middle of the yard, grabbed her waist and started a dance.

      “Well, he should be dancing instead of speaking to us.” Cielthos said, grinning at him.

      “Pardon me.” Landford said, which made the men laugh.

      The music stopped for a few seconds before a new song started. 

      “No, no. Just have fun, boy.” Xander’s father said, wrapping his arms around the sorcerer’s shoulders. “We’ll keep talking over there. Out of the youth’s way.”

      Both walked away, chatting between loud laughs, leaving Landford alone, although not for long. He hadn’t moved over two steps, when Xander approached him with a stupidly big smile on his face.

      “You can’t imagine what today means to me… but you could.” He looked around for a second. “Where is she?”

      “Last time I saw her, she was dancing with one of your friends.”

      “Oh, I see.” Xander said, right before the music stopped again. “It must be nothing. Alleta was dancing too… and clearly not with me.”

      “Alleta was dancing with her father, moron.”

      He moved his head from side to side. “Details. Did you talk to her?”

      Alleta reached them and with a small hesitation touched Xander’s arm.

      “My lady.” He turned with a yearning look and gently caressed her face.

      She blushed and turned to Landford.

      “Landford,” she said, “She just showed me the message. What a horrible thing to happen. Please tell Elizabeth that she doesn’t have to worry about the orchids? We will keep them away from anyone until she can come back. I saw her working with them, and I’m sure I can handle picking them up. She shouldn’t worry about that in a moment like this one.”

      “What are you talking—”

      Alleta covered her mouth and looked at Xander for a second before turning back to him. “I thought you knew—Her grandfather got ill, and she had to leave immediately. She told us he wasn’t doing great but never—You two are good friends, right?”

      “Yes, she is… Thanks and I’m sorry I have to—”

      “Get out of here.” Xander said, hugging Alleta closer to him, “and do me a favor. Talk to her. I bet you’re wrong about her feelings.”

      Landford stomped out of the yard, but before he reached the street, Gemli stood in his way.

      “Are you going to make it a tradition to block my way?”

      “I’ll apologize, but you stopped in front of me this time.”

      Gemli’s eyes darted at him, and Landford had to remember he wasn’t the Great Wizard at that moment. He should show more respect to a sorcerer, especially one from the High Council.

      “It is interesting how things work out once you figured it out.”

      Although every part of Landford’s soul wanted to run after Elizabeth, ignoring that sorcerer could be a catastrophic mistake. “Pardon me.” 

      “You see. I came to this ridiculous wedding to find out who, the bride or the groom, was the one favored by the Great Wizard… I guess I was looking in the wrong place.”

      His eyes turned slightly brighter. Landford crossed his arms, but was ready in case he needed to do something drastic to that sorcerer.

      “What are you—”

      “Do not offend me with such a stupid question. You met him, and now I learned who he cares for.”

      Landford closed his fists at his side and lowered his voice. “And you care about this because?”

      “Ah! That’s more appropriate for my level.” Gemli smiled and moved to the side. “I would tell you, but I thought you were in a hurry. We don’t want nothing bad happening to…” he tilted his head, “her. It would be such a loss if anyone hurt her.”

      Landford took a step closer to the sorcerer and brushed away a piece of dust from his coat.

      “Nice bluff. If only you knew why I’m in a hurry, right?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer and rushed out of the place. He would deal with Gemli’s games later.

      “I told you before. Do not interrupt me.” Elizabeth’s aunt was saying to a messenger by the entrance. “Whatever it is, it can wait.” She gave back an envelope and turned. She met Landford’s eyes, and her disgust could have made him laugh on any other occasion.

      He wished he had come as the Great Wizard so he could use his magic to reach her. Still, he didn’t need it to know where she was going. Her grandfather was in Laconia. She needed a ship to travel over there. So, he ran to the docks.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Elizabeth thanked the delivery man that took her to the piers. Otherwise, the run could have been mortifying. The problem now was finding a ship or a boat, or anything that was leaving right away. That had been her concern all along, her grandfather’s sickness turning for the worse and being stuck on that island, unable to reach him.

      “Excuse me, miss.” A deep male voice said, “Could I borrow a moment from you?”

      She turned, ready to yell at the man, but the sight of Colonel White left her speechless.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt you like this.” The Colonel said, “I can tell you are in a rush but… I don’t have too much time left either.”

      Elizabeth took a second look him. His skin was pale, and his muscles seemed to have vanished, leaving only covered bones in his body. The trembling in his hands was persistent, and every breath seemed extremely difficult.

      “You see,” he said, “I wasn’t expecting to meet you like this, but I can’t miss the opportunity to…”

      He played with his hat between his palms the same way Landford did, and his eyes, although harder and full of wrinkles, had the same bright tone.

      “My grandpa is very sick.” Elizabeth said, “I need to get to Laconia—”

      “I know… well, I figure… I may not be the best father, but I monitor my boys… both of them.”

      He turned heavenward and took a step closer. “This won’t be more than…” He exhaled and tried to smile, but his pain was so deep, he just appeared sadder. “Landford is very hard to read. He grew up guarding—no, I force him to learn how to block his feelings. But the last couple of days, I saw him with you, and I noticed…”

      Elizabeth shook her head and brushed her tears before they rolled down. He misunderstood her and kept talking.

      “I hoped I was helping him, both of them. My heart broke when I lost their mother, and I couldn’t—the thought of either of them suffering the same pain was unbearable. I did what I considered was right and took them out of the list. Even went further and marked them as unworthy of it, so no one would ever put them down there… but Landford isn’t… Not him.”

      “I’m aware I’m not part of a prominent family, but you don’t to worry about me—”

      “No, no my child.” He stepped closer and reached his hand out, but moved back. “I’m not here to imply any of that nonsense. I want to give something to my son… I’m here to ask you to consider him even when he isn’t on the list.”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath, but even when she cleared her throat, her voice came out as a whisper. “He doesn’t care about me like that, Colonel.” Tears rolled down her eyes. “However, if what you want is to give something to Landford, tell him what you just told me.”

      His shoulders dropped, and he stared at the hat. “He won’t listen. He hates me, and rightfully so… I have been very mean to him.”

      A rush of wind passed by the piers, pushing Elizabeth a few steps ahead. She had to hold her hair back and her dress down until it stopped.

      “I know your son, Colonel. He may as well pretend not to hear you, but he will listen. He always does… only you can fill the questions he had about his mom, about you…”

      The Colonel didn’t look up, but the light from the lamp allowed Elizabeth to see tears on the man’s face. The whistle from a ship got her attention, though. She looked back, hoping it was the right one, but it was an army boat.

      “Let me take you to Laconia.” He said, and she turned to him.

      “No, I’m…. I’ll wait for—”

      “Please, it’s the least I can do for talking to me.”

      “I can’t. It’s too much—”

      “I have been in a similar situation before… Trying to get to someone on time. Please, let me help you get there. What’s your name?”

      “Elizabeth,” an older man said, and the second he stepped on the light, she recognized him.

      “Cielthos,” the colonel said, “What are you doing here? I assumed you were at the wedding with your fans.”

      “I was, but I heard you left, and I believed you wanted to talk. So, I came here as fast as possible.” He turned and looked at her. “I got just in time to listen to this wise woman.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t sure what to do. The last time she talked to Landford he trusted this sorcerer, but they didn’t talk about them after. She didn’t have a chance to say anything, though.

       “You two met?” The Colonel said.

      “No, no. I know her name because my good friend, the Great Wizard, knows someone holds the highest regard for her.” He turned to her. “I’ll take you to your grandfather, Elizabeth. It will be my pleasure… plus I will brag about it with my old friend after.”

      “That won’t be—”

      With a loud rumble, a dragon landed between her and the colonel. Only Cielthos dared to move.

      “You see. We’ll get there faster. Right, Brutus.”

      Elizabeth looked up at the creature and her knees seemed to become weak as her body shivered. She closed her eyes and swallowed, trying to find a way to get away, but the dragon lowered his head and sniffed her.

      “He likes you!” Cielthos said. “Brutus doesn’t like even himself! He says your aroma is wonderful, and appreciates how you talk so highly of his home, the Soto Forest.”

      Elizabeth looked from the dragon to Cielthos. The sorcerer lifted his shoulders, smiling.

      “We can’t break his heart, right? Let us take you home. You’ll be there before the ship get’s to the piers.”

      She felt a strong but gentle wrap on her waist, and the air escaped her lungs when the dragon lifted her and set her on its back. Cielthos sat and held her.

      “Just close your eyes. It gets too windy when we are above the clouds.”

      Within seconds, the ground became a faded shade underneath her. She closed her eyes and grabbed the arm of the sorcerer. It surprised her it felt hard, like if he had scales too, but didn’t dare to look.
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      A ship arrived at the pier when Landford finally reached them. It wasn’t shocking the boat belonged to the army.  Being a civilian, Elizabeth wouldn’t be able to use it, but he could, and she could go with him. He just needed to find her.

      “Landford.”

      All his muscles tensed. His father’s voice was something he would never forget or like to hear.

      “If you are looking for Elizabeth, you missed her.”

      Landford walked up to him.

      “How do you know her? What did you do to her?”

      His father lifted his arms and stepped back, something he never thought was possible, and made him slow down. He was aware of the Colonel’s declining health, since he had seen it over the High Council meetings. In that moment, though, he looked worse, too skinny, pale and weak.

      “Cielthos and his dragon flew her to Laconia. She needed to make it there to see her—”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      Landford rubbed his face and sighed. It was a good thing the sorcerer took her. She was in safe hands and had a better chance of getting back on time.

      “Let me take you, son.”

      He stared up at his father, and his desire to leave him grew stronger than his pity for the old man. He moved down towards the pier.

      “I could just order you to get on the ship, Landford. I can tell how important this is to you, and I understand—”

      “You understand?” He stomped towards him. “What exactly do you think you understand?”

      His father avoided his eye contact. “I saw you watching her. I need nothing else. This is the last ship to Laconia until tomorrow. Are you going to let your hate for me stop you from being with her now?”

      Landford growled. “Gods be damned.” He rushed past his father and jumped on the ship.

      It took less than ten minutes to leave, but to Landford, it seemed like a whole lifetime passed. He stood against the railing, looking at the dark water beneath him. He didn’t want to think how much he owed to the old man, and how he would have to pay for it.

      Footsteps behind him made the hair on the back of his neck stand up, and the essence of wooden boards and metal locks reached him. It brought memories of his childhood that he buried deep in his mind years ago, and he had preferred to keep them there.

      The sick man stood at his side, keeping his distance. After a few seconds, he let his arms rest on the railing too. Landford was about to leave when he talked to him.

      “She reminds me of your mother.”

      In all his life, his father had never talked about her. Other people told him things, details, but never him. A part of his heart opened and locked his legs in place.

      “Your mom,” he said, keeping his eyes fixed on the water below. “She was always moving. Working on something, from one project to the next one… always happy, though. Just like Elizabeth decorating all the windows and lamps. Making things look better, to have more… life, color… Until one day she didn’t work on anything.”

      He turned to Landford, and the glimmer in the old man's eyes twisted his stomach.

      “The day she died, I didn’t make it on time, as you probably remember. What you don’t know is how long it took me to let her go… I held her lifeless body for so long—I refused to believe so much life could vanish, just like that.”

      Landford moved uncomfortably for a moment. He didn’t appreciate how someone who only hurt him could turn into a victim, waking empathy on him.

      “I’m not a decent father, Landford. I used my… ignorance and grief as an excuse to break you… humiliate you. Still, you grew up to become a great man. I’m proud of you. At least you didn’t suffer from my—”

      “You want me to forgive you, or you want to forgive yourself?”

      His father wiped his face and looked back at the water.

      “Forgiveness… that is something beyond my reach, either yours or mine. I just need to… Elizabeth said it may help you so—”

      “You talked to her?”

      For a second, his heart froze. His father was a mean man, and he feared what he said to her.

      “I tried to make things easier for you, but… she ended up helping me.” He exhaled and his face looked strange with a smile on it. “She told me you would listen. I guess she knows you very well… I have no idea you wanted to—but of course you have the right to learn about your mother.”

      Landford stared at the distance and swallowed a knot.

      “This isn’t the time, but… when you are ready, and if I’m still around, come and ask me about her. She was… she was my Elizabeth.”
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      Elizabeth sat by the kitchen table and let her head rest on it.

      The dragon and Cielthos flew her to the road by her home. There, the sorcerer explained to her it was better for her to walk, since many fear dragons, and he didn’t want to create panic. She wasn’t sure they heard her saying thank you.

      She ran up to the house, just on time to watch the doctor leaving, and her stomach twisted. Her breathing became easier again when she told her that although her grandpa was very delicate, some rest would help him. She also said his heart was too weak, and she shouldn’t leave him alone anymore.

      Elizabeth agreed with no objections. After that night, she would never leave him.

      Her neighbor informed her about everything that happened. He lived down the road, and had agreed to check on her grandfather in the mornings and right before dinner. The man wasn’t young either, but his health allowed him to handle the walks.

      He had found Elizabeth’s grandfather unconscious on the ground by the main door and thought he was dead. The doctor arrived soon after. Both decided that an emergency letter was in order, which Elizabeth was extremely thankful for.

      Her grandfather was asleep, and she didn’t wake him up. They will talk in the morning.

      Before that, she needed to figure out a plan that wouldn’t upset him. Gathering the orchids from the ceremony would have to wait. Alleta and her family seemed nice, and hopefully they would keep them safe until she was able to leave to pick them up or find another person to do it. Her aunt’s words came to mind, and she started to cry.

      There was a soft knock before the main door screeched when someone opened it, and the wooden boards cracked under the weight. She barely lifted her head from the table. Her whole body seemed too heavy and there was a pounding in her ears, so when she discovered Landford standing there, she let her head hide in her arms again.

      “Is he… did you talk to him?”

      Elizabeth exhaled and faced him. He stood by the table, spinning the hat in his hands.

      “He is sleeping. I’ll talk to him in the morning.”

      Landford nodded and pressed his lips together, while he took small steps around the room. He finally moved towards the fireplace and put another log inside of it. She slit the fire not long ago, so the house was still cold. The idea of her grandpa suffering that weather tweaked her guilt.

      “Why you didn’t tell me?” He said. “I could have—”

      “Really?” she said, barely looking at him. “Can you heal him?”

      “Healing is a complicated magic.” He rubbed his face and touched her shoulder. “I could try to—”

      “No,” Elizabeth stood up. “Even I know that’s wrong, Landford. There are rules you can’t—”

      “Rules? I can compromise some of those.”

      “No,” she paced around the kitchen. When she stopped, she took a deep breath and pushed her hair away from her face. “Remember you asked me to promise you something?”

      He stepped back and his jaw set, but nodded.

      “I can’t keep doing this,” she said, and her voice seemed to fade behind her sobs. “I need to think about my grandfather, and I can’t—”

      Landford looked down and after a heavy sigh he walked towards the door. He held the handle for a few seconds until he turned to her. “He is your family, and he needs you.” Landford put his hat on and took a step out. “I understand… I’ll see you later Elizabeth.”

      The silence in the house sucked the air out of her, and she had to hold her abdomen while covering her mouth to muffle her sobs. She knew that was the way the zhortas say goodbye forever.

      A strange anger grew inside of her. There were too many things she needed to tell him, and she had the right to do so. Once she was done talking, he should leave her.

      She ran outside, and half expecting not to find him, but unlike the night he left her years ago, he was still walking. She yelled his name, and he turned in the middle of the road.

      “How dare you?” She strode towards him. “You don’t understand! You think you do, but you don’t.”

      “Elizabeth, I get it. You need a life without being troubled by my complications. You have your own. I get—”

      “You get nothing!” She stopped in front of him, and although the night wind was below freezing, she didn’t notice it. “Your problems have never annoyed me. At least you have to agree on that.”

      He exhaled and took his hat off, avoiding her eyes. “I see more than that, Elizabeth. You have always been there for me, but you also made a point of only discussing my problems. Never getting off the topic... You didn’t want me around when you need—”

      “Stop! Just stop!” She said, half crying. “Don’t talk. At least do that for me.”

      He stood back and crossed his arms, this time staring at her.

      “I don’t care what you—” she closed her eyes and her lip quivered. “Can’t you imagine how horrible I felt the last time you were here? You were actually here and didn’t let me say goodbye to you. You never do… and then, years passed and nothing.”

      She paces around, conscious of how bad she must look. She could even taste the salt of her tears.

      “I knew you were alive, because people talked about the Great Wizard talking to the High Council, but you never—I thought I was your friend, but no. I guess… I expected nothing more than knowing you were all right, Landford.”

      He let his arms fall to his sides and his hat remained still in his hand.

      “It hurts… it hurts, so much knowing you don’t care about me the way I do.” It took all her courage to keep looking at him. “The night you told me about this stupid promise, you broke my heart. No, you destroyed it, but I got it. I understand you have more important things to do in Hune than… I’m not asking for anything, but if you said you understand… You are wrong… You never realized how much I love you. How much I have loved you for years, and the reason I can’t do this anymore—”

      Landford’s hat fall on the ground and he closed the distance between them. He held Elizabeth’s face between his hands, staring at her eyes until his lips brushed hers and she had to close them.

      The world around her seemed to start spinning and her knees weakened, making her grab onto his arms. He moved an inch back and his gaze made her heartbeat flutter.

      “Now can I talk?” Elizabeth slightly nodded, conscious of his hands still on her cheeks.

      He smiled in a way she had never seen him before and rested his forehead on hers. “My heart and soul belong to you, Elizabeth. I’m sorry I caused you so much pain. I was sure you didn’t—Let’s better not talk now. We’ll have time for that.”

      He cupped the back of her neck, pulling her closer and kissed her again. Suddenly, her world and future became clear, especially after she wrapped her hands around his neck and kissed him back.
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          Six years later

        

      

    

    
      The hole in the ground and the wooden coffin in front of Elizabeth remained as hollow as her heart. The baby in her arms was the only reason she hung on to life. All around her, people from everywhere in Hune had traveled for the funeral. One with no relevance, since that box was empty.

      Even the King and the army from Laconia and Tundra attended the ceremony. They had to present their respect for their fallen colonel. Most had talked to her, but all tried too hard not to talk about the truth. Landford had been brutally murdered by his brother.

      She didn’t care about the warnings, and forced the soldiers to show her Landford’s body. She needed to make sense of what they told her. However, after seeing it, she still couldn’t associate the pieces of bloody flesh inside the wagon with the man she loved.

      The loss affected her more than she thought, and she gave birth to her daughter a few weeks earlier than expected.

      Elizabeth rubbed her baby’s back, thinking if that little person didn’t exist, she would have died already.

      Someone tossed dirt on top of the coffin, and people moved around.

      A few went out of their way to walk by her with a shy smile and whispered the words that broke her heart every time she listened to them. After a couple of condolences, her mind muffled those voices, and her head just politely nodded.

      “Elizabeth,” a familiar voice got her attention, “there is truly nothing I can tell you that would help you now, but… I lost my best friend, so I sort of—”

      Xander’s voice cut off. She reached out and touched his arm.

      “There isn’t much to say.”

      Xander looked down and smiled at her baby. “Who is this cutie? I didn’t know you—”

      “Neither did Landford,” she kissed the little head, “This is Sara… Please, don’t let Alleta grow mad at me. I couldn’t tell anyone… something is…” she sighed, missing her ability to cry. “How is she? And… Christopher, how old is he now? Three, four?”

      “Chris is four. Well, four and a half if you ask him. Alleta wanted to come but one of our friends is about to have a baby and—”

      “It’s all right. There is nothing to see here.” She glanced at the hole. “This is a show. He isn’t even there. I threw his ashes a few days ago down the waterfall… an advantage of staying in the palace.”

      He peered behind her and his expression hardened. The armament protecting her stood there, in case Thornton decided to come. More than once, she thought it was an act too, and they just needed to make sure she walked back with them.

      “Come to Tundra with me,” Xander said. “Alleta loves babies, and she adores you. You can live with us… take your time to heal.”

      Elizabeth shook her head slightly and hugged Sara a little closer while trying to be careful of each word she said. 

      “The King wants us to remain at the palace until the army finds Thornton, Commander Riddley. He is afraid we may be a target too…” she swallowed and took a step to the side, which caused the guards behind to follow.

      Xander’s eyes narrowed but she didn’t let him talk and walked away. After a few steps, she turned back and approached him. She made sure the soldiers saw what she was doing, but couldn’t overhear their conversation.

      “Would you give this to Alleta, please?” She moved her left hand and showed him the bracelet Landford had made for her when they got married.

      “Are you sure? This is—” he looked at her eyes, and understanding dawned on him.

      Gently, he untied it, and although the second it came off, Elizabeth's soul sank, she needed to warn Xander of what was coming. Only she knew Hune’s Great Wizard had been killed.

      “Something terrible is coming, Xander.” She whispered. “Check for the orchids. They will vanish and Hune will change… This, all of it, is bigger than Thornton.”

      Right then, a soldier stepped closer, so he moved the bracelet up.

      “I’ll make sure Alleta gets this. She’ll love it.”

      Elizabeth nodded and gave him a brief hug, careful not to hurt her baby. “Take care of your family, Xander.”
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      Only Elizabeth knew the truth. All of it. She was alone because of it, and only she understood how dangerous life would become for everyone.

      Landford found a journal that changed everything. He left because without the Great Wizard, the Hune they grew up in would die.

      She closed her eyes and leaned against a cold stone wall in an alley. She needed to run away to save Sara, but her time ran out. Her wounds kept bleeding, so much that her mind became drowsy and her body didn’t respond anymore. Cielthos had to be dead because Brutus didn’t make it to the funeral.

      The footsteps of her captors turned around the corner, and the streetlight illuminated their hooded figures. One of them stepped closer and lowered his hood. Her heart and soul seemed to freeze, and she hugged Sara tighter. The prayer she learned years ago came to her mind.

      “Good evening, Elizabeth.”
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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