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There was once a village high in the mountains of Andaegil where travelers rarely frequented. People there lived a simple life and nothing much ever happened to them.
Until one day their troubles began – the sun refused to rise. People were very scared and didn’t know what to do. They decided to wait, hoping that it would pass, but it continued with only a husky twilight distinguishing the day from the night.
If the lack of light wasn’t enough, not a drop of rain fell either. Rivers began to dry up and the trees withered.
No one in the village had ever heard of anything like that happening before. Even the elders had no idea what had befallen them.
The people suffered. In desperation, they decided to seek the help of Salikiya - a sorceress who lived high in the mountains a few days’ walk away. The village council came together and elected three people to go and ask her what had to be done to bring back the sun and the rain.
The chosen three climbed through the mountains in the pale twilight of the day. They walked along a narrow goat path through a dense forest of ancient trees. After some time the path grew faint and even disappeared occasionally. Nobody had gone to Salikiya in a very long time, so the path was long ago overgrown with bushes and shrubs.
“When was the last time someone went to see the old witch?” wondered Venel. He was the youngest in the group.
“If I were in your place, I wouldn’t ask such questions,” Danil told him. “It’s no joke for a man to have dealings with wizards and witches.”
“If at least one could see better… these surroundings are hardly recognizable,” snorted Venel as he tripped over a rock.
Broa walked before them deep in thought. He was tall and heavy, and his hair was almost all white now. Across the left side of his face was a long scar.
“In my life I’ve been twice to see her,” he said, “And if it wasn’t for the gravity of our situation with the sun and the rain, I wouldn’t have agreed to go again. The first time was when I was four. I was suffering from a serious illness and my mother thought I was going to die. For several months I’d been given every kind of treatment but to no avail… nothing helped. Finally I was forced to seek the help of Salikiya. She gave me awfully tasting syrup which healed me in a few days.”
“Ah, so well, she helped you,“ Venel said.
“She helped me, all right. But as you know, sorcerers always want something in return for their help. ‘Everything has a price. If you want to get something, you have to give something,’ they say, but usually not at the beginning, only after it’s too late to go back.”
“What was your price?” asked Danil.
Broa frowned even more.
“I was only four and didn’t understand what was happening. But my mother had to make a promise on my behalf that when I was twenty years old, I’d go to pick some rare herbs for Salikiya. It seemed to her that it wouldn’t be a particularly difficult task and, therefore, readily agreed. I wish I hadn’t gone...” Broa accidentally touched the scar on his face. “But I didn’t have a choice - Salikiya saved my life. I got away with this souvenir, but another person who was very dear to me wasn’t so fortunate and suffered much more. A high price to pay for those damn herbs.”
“So then the second time with Salikiya, perhaps, was when you were bringing back the herbs?” asked Danil.
“No. I didn’t bring them to Salikiya, someone else did it for me. It didn’t matter who gave them to her in the end.”
“Then when was it?”