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Welcome to a world where Elves have forgotten there heritage and Lore.  Where Ogres are librarians, vegetarian and run restaurants.  Where Trolls are tall friendly and hairy border guards and bridge crossing guards, where Cats from Scat walk upright and talk, hate Dogs from Pog who do the same.  Where Gnomes are farmers and Dwarfs mint coins for kings and queens, where man is friend to all.  Where a young lad goes out adventuring as a Bard a poet, playing his Mandolin.  Following whispers in the wind about a great winged beast.  If you answer his riddle correctly he is yours to command.  Where dark shadows are found to be evil things, where a general and his army threaten to steal a kingdom from a young Princess.  Where the Bard meets all kinds of challenges.  Meet Kings and Queens, makes new friends.  A fairytale retold, where bad creatures are good, and man well just one is evil.  Where Magic is found in words and playing the Mandolin.  Where romance is in arms reach on the Wings of a Dragon.
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Chapter 1 
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A Find set of Clothes.

––––––––
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“Aaron Evar, this is the last time.  Get out of bed young man or your breakfast will get cold again.  You will be late for school!”  Aaron’s grandfather hollered from the kitchen.

“Grandfather.”  Aaron hollered back.  “Old man, I graduated last night did you forget.  I am sleeping in.”

“You did what?  Was I there Aaron, please tell me I didn’t forget?”  Aaron’s grandfather hollered.

“Grandfather, you were there to see me graduate 1st in my class.  Then you went to the village tavern to celebrate and came home drunk as a skunk.”  Aaron said as he walked into the kitchen, hopping on one leg slipping one leg in his trousers, then the other leg.”  Then slipped on his old patched up tunic that fell to mid-thigh.  “Grandfather, surely you remember my long-winded speech about how I was going to go adventuring one day, find my fortune, and rescue a fair maiden in distress.” 

“Sorry, Aaron, you got to forgive an old man.  I was so proud of you, I just had to make a toast to my buddies how you being the first ever Evar to get past the 10th year of schooling.  I am sure you parents would be proud of you if they had not perished when you were 6 years old.  Your grandmothers last words to me was to make sure you made it to the 10th grade and to lay off my drinking until then.  She made me promised no drink until then, then go out and get drunk.  I kept my promise boy.  Now as for going out on adventures.  You can’t be going out in those rags.  Nor in those shoes about to fall off your feet.  Now come here, you will find a trunk under the table.  It once belonged to your pa.  Go ahead open it up.  You will find what he wore when he was a few years older than you and when he married you Ma.  I say you’re about the same size he was then.  They are find traveling clothes Aaron.  The boots made of the best Deer leather.”

“I remember the day your Pa brought down that 16 pointer, with an arrow right to the heart.  Some say to this day that Stag was a prize many tried to kill but failed.  You father, at just 17 with one shot downed the Stag.  I saw it with my own eyes.  I swear that Stag knelt and let my boy take his shot.  Like his long life was your pa’s to take.  The hunting party as a rule always let the first timer, in the hunt to take the first shot.  Your pa skinned that Stag clean and tanned that hide with loving care as if to worship the gift the stag gave him. Then to honor the stag, he buried the meat deep in the woods.”

“You will find the finest Leather greaves the softest you will ever wear, yet I swear spelled with magic to resist flame and knife.  How you pa did so he never told me.  The trousers made of silk with the same magic.  The boots the same light weight but in the years your father wore them not once did they ever show any wear.  Now the silk shirt your Grandmother made as a wedding gift for the groom.  Again, you grandmother had her secrets, and a week before he married your ma, she went deep into the woods for 3 days and returned and I swear that shirt was imbued with the same magic.  It’s been 10 years since your parents passing when I put those items in the trunk, and ten years later, as I brought that out of the cellar and opened that chest.  I swear those clothes look like new made since yesterday Aaron.  Try them on, you will never want to take them off again.  Now there is one more gift for you under your bed boy.  Something your grandmother finished before her passing two years ago.  A nice riding cloak to match the rest.”

“Grandfather, what good would a riding cloak to do me.  I have no horse to ride.”  Aaron said.

“Be as it may, riding or walking you will look like a youth of means.  In time you will find a fine beast to carry you on your adventures far and wide.  You are not one to like a life here, and I don’t blame you.  Just remember Aaron Evar, no mention to any stranger or friend those clothes are imbued with magic, or you will face challenges after challenges to prove your claim.  Your Pa never spoke it, and if he had he feared he would lose that magic.  Again, he never spoke of where that magic came from, yet I fear he was right.  A price to pay if he were to brag about the magic and use its knowledge to stand over others as a bully and get his way.  Sadly, he died when he was not wearing them for they would not have protected him from the ill winds that cursed this village 10 years ago and took so many from us including your ma a few days later.  Just remember a blessing can often become a curse when you take that blessing and turn it into a curse on others.”

“Grandfather, I shall take heed and never share that knowledge.  Never have I been an oath breaker, nor a bragger either.  Not like those in the Molly Maiden who with just the smell of mead will loosen lips.”

“Tell me about Aaron.  One reason I promised your Grandmother I would stop drinking.  Nor will I take up visiting the Molly Maiden again now that I have honored my oath to your Grandmother.  Now boy tries those clothes on, then take them off and put them in your rucksack. You must not be seen leaving on your adventure wearing them.  Some here may still remember who wore them first and last. They would be wondering how after 22 years they look new. I will not have you sneaking out late at night to hide that fact either.  You leave the village when you’re ready in broad daylight with what you have on your back your grandmothers riding cloak.  Now either eat a hot breakfast or try those clothes on first.”

Aaron eat a cold breakfast that morning, then went out to do his morning chores around the tannery.  While his Grandfather, supervised his workers, inspected their work, sat down at the kitchen table, and did his figures.  That morning, he prepared the last gift for his grandson, his share of the tannery’s profit for that year. Placed the Gold, Silver and Bronze coin’s in another pouch that once belonged to his fathers. Once they were in there, only the Bronze coins when the pouch opened by a thief would be seen and only a few at that.  Once taken out, the magic of the pouch would convince the thief to drop the empty bag where he found it, or in the case of highway robbery, give it back to Aaron, minus a few Bronze coins.  That is if he lived to do so.  One man’s blessing is another man’s curse.

Three days later, in the Molly Maiden tavern, Aaron was given a surprise where his school buddies, Tannery workers, and Grandfather gave Aaron a going away party.  “Aaron Evar, good buddy, since as long as I can remember since we were just 14 years old you have always talked about the adventures you were going to have as a troubadour traveling from land to land.  I always thought you would change your mind until 3 nights ago when we graduated school, and you surprised us all when you were honored as first in class with exceptional grades.  When you stood up you gave an example of the true Wordsmith in you.  I never knew you could even play the Mandolin.  Then you played a simple tune while you spoke the words that expressed you talents of a Wordsmith.  Aaron, there are many here who were not there that night.  They are concerned and rightly so, that you go on a fools paths that will lead you to returning to Stoke-on-Tanner a failure.   I say you need to convince them by repeating what you played that night when you proved to your fellow students you had it within you to succeed in your adventures.  Your buddies wish to present you with a gift first.  Grandfather Evar, would you do the honor.” 

“Aaron, you grandmother made you that fine travel cloak.  When you picked up your pa’s old Mandolin when just 12, you taught yourself to strum simple cords and eventually created your own music.  Then you added words to that music.  I saw your father in you for he too at age 12 taught himself the Mandolin.  When you put words to your music you reminded me of your mother, who wrote words to his music.  She would sing to you in your cradle, then in your bed as a toddler to put you to sleep as your father played the Mandolin.  It was only natural you would be gifted both his talent for playing the Mandolin, your mothers words, and your fathers voice.  Your grandmother had a traveling instrument maker, create a new Mandolin for your father.  He and your mother never lived long enough to receive this wonderful instrument crafted by the artisan. I kept it secured for you and now you deserve the best.”  Aaron’s grandfather said, presented Aaron his old Manolin case.  Aaron opened the case to take out the new Mandolin, plain and well crafted.  The moment he touched it he knew it was like the other gifts he had received from his grandparents and parents was imbued with magic.  Grandfather Evar whispered to him.  “Later Aaron.”  Then spoke aloud for all to hear.  "Aaron, take a moment to make sure it is tuned to your liking, then share with the rest what you gave your class when you graduated.”

Aaron, sat with the Mandolin on his lap and the neck resting on his shoulder, tuned the Mandolin until he had it to his liking.  Though he really didn’t have to for it was already turned to his liking, the magic imbued in it.  He went through the motions anyways when he stopped with modesty announced to his audience.  “The Poet in Me. Then plucked a simple tune, and with words loud enough to be heard in the Molly Maiden, he began. 

“With my nimble fingers I draft visual portrayals of my thoughts those that bleed deep waters of despair, those that laugh aloud at the antics of a clown. Through the volumes of my work, I the poet will give you a peek into my soul, the dark and endless vestiges that speak of my fear, as well as my visions of angels on wing, choirs of heavenly voices.  The poet in me is a lover, an anarchist, a child lost in fantasy, and an adult looking for the meaning of life.  I wear many masks, never ever realizing my own true image.  The words I write are crisp and clear, yet full of double intent, mixed with metaphors and mysteries.  I paint scenes of beauty and scenes of brutality, verse that sigh, words that laugh.  There are rhymes and meters, ballads and self-expression, verses that are blank, free verse and simile, Iambic Pentameter, Demeter, and Tetrameter.  Prose that comes from my heart and from the metaphysics of my mind, where I find the very essences of my life, that which is always in contradiction, with great expectations, and revelations.”

“You hear about love and war, and traverse landscapes of whimsy through the pen of my muse.  You learn of pain, the trials, and tribulations of a thousand fates.  And then you are humbled by the majesty and rich radiance of my praise of mankind and creature alike.  How I find faith and hope through adversity and love from suffering, tranquility in chaos, peace in war.  I am the poet who dies daily so that my words may be reborn again in my reader’s eyes and ears.  I who lived precariously so that I might find emotion to create my craft.  I am the muse that lives for events that inspire and move me to tears, liquid words that run down my cheek, spilling onto paper into ballads and epics.  Quotes that inspire, lines that perspire.  There is a poet in us all, that creature that eludes all rationale, hidden within us is a gentle pussycat, just waiting to pounce on a word and give deliberation.  The poet, oh what a paradox I am.  I find an adventure beyond each horizon, another opportunity to enjoy and savor the fruits of my labor.  To share life’s mysteries, and divine Gods words.  Therefore, waste not in vain the hour that comes, or the moment of each day that passes or each night that wanes; that you may enjoy the worlds of a poet, the landscapes of his mind, the passions of his heart.  I the poet, humble I may not be, yet I know with time, even this trait will me mine.  For nothing is as simple as reading poetry and enjoying my adventures of the mind, soul, and travel as a Troubadour.”  

Aaron words went silent as he continued to play his tune for several minutes, the magic in the Mandolin reaching out with every pluck of the strings planting in each mind a vision of the poets adventures to come.  With the last pluck, a vibrate cord that would wake up everyone from their dreams.  Aaron put his new Mandolin back in the older case.  Then walked out leaving the Molley Maiden patrons waking up.

***
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One week later with very little fanfare, Aaron Evar’s left the village of Stoke-on-Tanner on foot with his rucksack over his back, the Mandolin case strung around his shoulder on his chest.  His Grandfather had explained to him his Grandmother made her last trip into the deep woods with the newly crafted Mandolin, returning two nights later. She told her husband, since the boy’s parents where gone, may their souls rest in peace.  The Boy will get this when he is ready to leave for his adventures.  Not one word of this to him or anyone else you hear.  Now put it in the back of the closet.  I warn you do not pluck the strings.  The sound of it is not meant for your ears old man.  I doubt it will even make a whisper for you.  Your fingers are not meant for it.  Aaron Evar, our grandson is its owner now he is destined for great things, was he not named in the old tongue of the Deep Woods, Strong Hero. Aaron for strong, and Evar has always meant Hero.  Not one-word old man, or the promise will be broken and our boy forever a tanner like his Father and Grandfather and his great Grandfather, many generations of Evar’s as tanner’s and not one was strong enough to be a hero.  They were good tanners and good husband’s, and fathers. But not one had what it took to be an adventurer or a strong hero.”

“Aaron all I know is what your grandmother told me.  The magic of the Deep Woods is upon it like your clothes, your shirt, and travel cloak.  Now here is one bit more of magic Aaron, this money pouch, holds what is rightly yours.  Your share of the Tannery’s profits as half owner.  You were not meant to be a tanner like your father, but you did well in the business end of it and you earned the workers respect and mine.  Now there will no more surprises, after this.  The pouch holds a year’s profit as half owner.  Gold, Silver, and Bronze coin Aaron. Yet once in the pouch, the weight will feel as if you only have just a few Bronze coins in it.  Only your hand can withdraw the Gold, Silver, and Bronze.  Any other hand will find only a few Bronze coins and the Deep Wood magic will tell that other hand to drop the pouch where he found it.  He will be willed to turn around and leave or face death if he did not.  Be he, a thief or finder.  The pouch will never be far to find with all your Gold and Silver coin hidden in it.  It is not a king’s ransom Aaron, but it will do you good if you are wise in spending it.  I am sure your adventures will earn you honest keep and more coins.  Now don’t you worry about your Grandfather boy.  I have many years of work in me still.  I look forward to hearing great tales in the wind of a young lad a Wordsmith who has gone adventuring with his Mandolin, to charm the wildest beast, sooth the sadness in the hearts of many, and bring joy and tears to the rest.  Now go boy, before I change my mind and chain you to your bed for being a young fool to go adventuring at such a young age.”  Grandfather Evars embraced his grandson and whispered in his ear’s. “You make me proud boy, do right and know what is wrong.  A true hero is one who knows the difference and knows when to act without a second thought to right a wrong, and lives to tell his story to his grandchildren such fairy tales of being a hero.”  Grandfather Evars turned around and entered the Tannery, hollering at his workers to get back to work.  

Aaron turned the other way east, and within a half a day of walking his feet as fresh as if it were only a few yards he had gone in his boots.  He came across a fork in the road.  He rested on a small hill that gave him a view of where the roads led.  He played a new tune on his Mandolin and listened to the wind.  The wind told him of a winged beast in the far north.  If you answered his riddle, he would be yours to command, take the road southeast first. The left folk southeast he took and began his adventures.

***
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Aaron’s first night on the road east brought him to a bridge over a wide stream as he crossed the bridge a sign on other side informed him 30 leagues ahead he would be entering the Land of Scat.  Now Aaron had heard of the Land of Scat from travelers lodging at the Molley Maiden.  Fantastic stories of a land where it citizens where talking Cats that walked up right on their hind legs.  What puzzled Aaron was the travelers made it clear that the Land of Scat was more than 200 leagues southeast of Stoke-on-Tanner, 10 days, and nights journey from Stoke-on-Tanner.  Yet it took him only a day to get this far.  He had walked a 170 leagues in one day.   He suddenly felt very tired and decided this would be a good spot to spend the night under the bridge.  Upon inspection he found evidence other travelers had done the same.  For there was a wide dry bank, with a fire pit, and a small pile of wood far from any rising water.  From his cloak pocket he brought out his Lucifer and once he had a stack of wood set in the fire pit he struck a flame and lit a fire.  From his rucksack he brough out a block of cheese, a loaf of traveling bread, and a log of summer smoke sausage, and sliced enough to make himself a sandwich, He filled his canteen with cold water from the stream and set a cup full near the fire to heat up some tea with a dash of spiced rum.  With his sandwich eaten, he sipped his tea, until he felt the spiced rum take the tiredness out of his legs and he grew sleeping.  From his rucksack he produced a small pillow and with his traveling cloak covering him from ankles to neck he laid down next to the dying fire and slept the sleep of a 170-league hike.  It seemed he had barely fallen asleep when the morning arrived, and a wild rooster crowed on other side of the stream.  He awoke and took his morning ablutions away from the stream to visit to a stand of trees nearby to relieve himself.  With a breakfast biscuit of whole grains and dried fruit he broke his fast, made sure the fire coals where cold.  Returned to the stand of trees and scouted out fallen branches of good size to chop up and replenish the wood he used.  Back on the road, it didn’t take him long to walk the 30 leagues where he reached on the outskirts of Scat, the Milk and Catnip Tavern and Lodge.  He booked a room for the night, checked in to his room, and partook of a lunch in the dining room.  Then he took a walk into town and was amazed how many humans walked about with cats, that walked along side of them in conversation.  Nothing seemed uncommon for Cats and humans to share the town together.  There being nothing interesting in town, he returned to the Milk and Catnap, and decided a hot soak in a tub would do him wonders.  In the bathhouse he was waited on by a Tabby who said his name was Gabby and if the young sir didn’t mind he was known to be a bit the silent type not one for words that would entertain such a find lad as he was.  Aaron soaked in his hot tub, as Gabby waiting on his needs never a word more he did say.  Refreshed and dressed he tipped Gabby a Silver and said his bath was the best he had in a long time.  Aaron had his evening meal of a fine stew and downed it with two glasses of cold fresh milk.  He then entered the tavern as his waitress a Ginger cat recommended tonight he would have the honor of hearing a famed poet from Scat tonight accompanied by a Flutist, both of some renown in the Land of Scat.  Aaron thought he should retrieve his Mandolin then thought twice it would be rude of him to show up with his, this wasn’t a competition between Wordsmiths.  He took a small table nearest the stage, slowly sipping on a cherry cordial in his iced tea.  It was not long that a Persian Cat, dressed in the finest silk suit and her Flutist a Calico walked in and up to the stage.  The Flutist took a seat just to the left of her, as she took the center seat down stage.  By that time the tavern had filled up, not a table or chair was empty.  The lodge owner a Burmese Black stepped forward and introduced the poet and her Flutist.  

“Welcome, fellow feline’s and humans.  Settle down everyone.”  Unbeknownst to the innkeeper and others a cat in disguise entered the back of the tavern, a Selkirk Rex, the King of Scat.  “Tonight’s guest really don’t need any introduction, but it would be amiss of me and poor manners if I failed to honor our guest with an introduction.  Please welcome Miss Pussywillow and her flutist Ruffles.  Applause and hisses filled the room.  the Flutist brought his flute to his mouth and the room went quiet as he played a soft tune.  Miss Pussywillow stood and with a soft voice that remarkably filled the room announced what she was to recite that night.  

“Fellow admires tonight I shall recite a new poem.  I call it ‘In the Land of Pog’.”  The room filled with boo’s by every Cat from Scat in the room.  “Really now, it’s not that bad, you haven’t heard it yet.’  Miss Pussywillow said.

“Miss Pussywillow it is not you we boo; it is the Land of Pog we hate. Please go on.”  The Selkirk Cat in the back yelled.

Miss Pussywillow poised herself and recited her latest poem.  “In the Land of Pog their once was a dog who walked upright and talked a good walk and walked a good talk. This dog from Pog would travel from dale to vale, talking to anyone he could hail with his non-stop wail.  The Pog dog never said naught that anyone got any sense of.  The dog would walk long-winded talks stalking his victims who would hide when seeing his stride as he walked his talk.  Never saying anything sensible.  And when he would see a fool sitting on his stool, He would talk his walk until the fool fell off his stool.  Well, you can imagine the fools’ pride was broken, well, after the dog had spoken, well into the fog of the night.  You might wonder why in the Land of Pog, a dog would ponder so many words without thought or reason. For it was the season fashionably so for a dog of Pog to talk a walk, without thinking what he was saying.  So those in the Land of Pog, who saw this dog a walking, and talking ran to hide in the bog of caulking.  Never once would they think of telling this dog of Pog, That his talking was insulting.  Then one day the dog came to the Land of Scat a talking.  Until a young cat from Scat, on seeing the dog from Pog, told him to stop his walking and talking.  The cat from Scat said it made no sense, for a dog to be walking upright, And talking; only Cats from Scat did that.”  The tavern filled with cheers, and the same voice from earlier shouted. 

“I hope the Kings Guard arrested that pooch thru him in the kennels with the rest of the curs.  How dare he assume he could enter into the Land of Scat and get away with such audacity he could walk on his hind legs and talk since foolery.”

“I assure you sir, I had him arrested for his audacity for insulting me with his walking on his hind legs, like he was better than us.  As for his talk, it is simple he was a simpleton like all others in the Land of Pog.  Selkirk Rex the King of Scats has declared that all dogs from Pog must walk on all fours and talk some sense when they enter our lands or be arrested and in a kennel for life.”  Miss Pussywillow replied to the man, then left the stage with her chair and sat down at Aaron’s table.  Her Flutist went to the Bar and ordered a coffee with Rum and brought it to Aarons table.

“Here Sis, is your coffee and Rum. I shall be in our rooms if you need me.” Ruffles said.

“Thanks Ruffles, I shall not be needing you until our next set on stage in an hour.”  Ruffles left the tavern.  Miss Pussywillow turned to Aaron.

“Young man I am told you fancy yourself a Wordsmith and carry a Mandolin with you.  I am surprised you did not bring it with you into the tavern.”

“Miss Pussywillow I thought it would be rude of me to do assume I could take away the spotlight from you.  I wished not to insult you.”  Aaron said.

“That would be very refreshing to hear a young man humble himself so.  Fear not, I welcome new voices how else can I judge them either better than me or inferior then me.  If you can accept criticism from your better’s then you can improve yourself to be better than me.”  Miss Pussywillow said with a bit too much arrogance.

“I would welcome constructive criticism Miss Pussywillow.  But can you in turn tolerate a better poet then you.”  Aaron challenged.

“I have yet to hear a better poet young man.  But if you can do better than me and get not one heckler booing you off the stage, I shall accept you are better than me young man.”  Miss Pussywillow agreed.

“Call me Aaron Evar I am from Stoke-on-Tanner, and you have a deal.  Just give me 5 minutes to fetch my Mandolin.  I shall only take say 15 minutes or less on stage.”

“By all mean’s fetch your Mandolin, I shall announce we have a challenger who thinks he is better than me.”  Miss Pussywillow said.

Aaron left the tavern and at the front desk he asked for his Mandolin and just outside the tavern door he heard Miss Pussywillow call for silence.  “Everyone please be quiet will you.  We have with us a young man named Aaron Evar from Stoke-on-Tanner, wherever that is, and he wishes to challenge me.  Do me a favor, like always, not only will you heckle him but threaten to tar and feather him and the drinks will be on the house as usual.  Now let’s greet the young man of Stoke-on-Tanner, with a good cheerful welcome he has gone to get his Mandolin and should be here any moment.”  Aaron step away from the door and waited about the time it would have taken him to get to his room and back.  Then with in Mandolin ready he announced his entrance with several cords as if tunning his instrument. 

“Everyone please welcome Aaron Evar from Stoke-on-Tanner.”  Miss Pussywillow announced.  The room burst with cheers and applause when Aaron took the stage and bowed.

“Thank-you, you are so kind.  I must admit other than once have I played to an audience and that was in the Molly Maiden back home in Stoke-on-Tanner.  Of course, they had to cheer the home boy and say all kinds of good things about me.  You see my Grandfather Evar’s he is the major employer of Stoke-on-Tanner, so it was expected they would cheer.  I have accepted Miss Pussywillow’s challenge to see if I am better than her and I would accept her constructive criticism if I fail to be better.  How else am I to learn my trade. So, you will be my first audience since I left Stoke-on-Tanner. Please be so kind to wait until I am finished.”

Aaron stood and struck a few strings then began a melody to fit the tone of his words.  The magic of the deep woods seeped into everyone in the Tavern.  “Stoke-on-Tanner, as you may know, is a town that when the wind blows the wrong way stinks on high heaven.  As a child I grew up to tolerate what stunk around me.  I learned to accept what was different around me.  Not all homes where better than mine.  Not all kids I played with wore better clothes then mine.  Some of their folks worked in the tannery.  Other’s toiled in the fields, while some where bakers, candle makers, butchers, hunters, and barmaids.  They all had one thing in common being from Stoke-on-Tanner.  Be they poor, and wore tattered clothes, holes in their shoes, they proudly wore what they had.  Be they a merchant or farmers son or daughter, they had better than other kids had to wear.  I wore by choice on the seventh day my best.  In school and play I wore my worse.  I saw myself no different than the rest in Stoke-on-Tanner.” 

“For in Stoke-in Tanner, we are taught we are no different than others, for we are men, women, and child the same in each other’s eyes.  We don’t ridicule those with less or more.  We don’t shy away from the poor or rich.  If we talk funny, or walk funny, we don’t laugh at them. In Stoke-on-Tanner we don’t have a jail to hold the simpleton, we welcome them in our homes.  When a stranger comes to visit from another land, be they a Cat of Scat, or a Dog from Pog.  The opposite of each other in the way they walk and talk.  We in Stoke-on-Tanner see them as no different than any other stranger from a strange land.”  

“Now you may ask I say, why do we in Stoke-in-Tanner have such good manners, nor do we seek to insult a stranger because he or she is different than us.  Nor do we send them to jail for his audacity to be different then us. We in Stoke-on-Tanner fear we do think, when we visit their lands, they would think the same thing about us.  To boo and heckle us, to have such laws that say they can’t accept what is different than them.  If this was so in every land.  Their jails would be full of those who are no different than the jailers.  For to jail a fool takes a fool to do so.  And by that accord we would all be in jail by law, for it takes a fool to know a fool.  In Stoke-on-Tanner we are raised not to be fools and that is why we have no jails. 

“Nor do we take insult in Stoke-in-Tanner because someone is different than us or pass laws that say we must jail them if they walk funny, or talk funny, or look funny.  Be they a Cat from Scat, or a Dog from Pog.  A giant because they are too tall, or an Ogre they are too fat.  Why not jail a Scat, because they do not have the same color of eyes, or fur of other Cats from Scat. We do not tar and feather someone who’s words are better than someone else.  In Stoke-on-Tanner we use tar to weatherproof our roofs, and feathers to stuff our mattresses and pillows with.”

“I say the Cats from Scat need to make friends of the Dogs of Pog.  For a Dog makes a better friend loyal and true.  Make no laws that make the Cats from Scat, better than anyone from other lands.  For one day such a law will bite you in the tail, where you will end up in jail.  In Stork-in-Tanner, we have air that stinks that we accept nothing we can do about it, unless we burn down the tannery and put everyone out of work.  In the Land of Scat, you have a law that stinks, a smell you can do something about."  Aaron stuck several final strings the magic of the deep woods sealed the spell upon them all.

The Room was silent, there was no boo’s or threats of tar and feathers.  Not a word was heard or a conversation between others.  Then the man in the back stepped forward up on the stage, removed his oversized cloak and hat to reveal who he was.  The numbers in the tavern one by one until all realized it was the King of Scat.  Stood and bowed in homage to their king.

“Please, be seated.  Aaron Evar of Stoke-on-Tanner., your words have shown me the stink in our Land of Scat.  I hereby rescind the law that would have us arrest those who insult us for being different then us.  From this day forward, we will strive to understand that which is different than us. No longer shall we have laws that make us arrogant Cats in the Land of Scat.  I will fault no Cat who find it hard to go against the nature of a Cat to be arrogant. Pussywillow, how do you find Aaron Evar words is he a better Wordsmith then you.  Give merit where merit is due, put aside your pride Miss Pussywillow.”  The King of Scat made clear.

“Your highness, my pride would say I am better, but I have never been to other lands to smith my words.  Aaron said in his hometown he was well accepted, and he accepted the fact they would cheer one of their own.  The true test of ones talents is to go from land to land and know who will accept you rightly for your talents or deny you for being awful at those talents.  Therefore, Aaron Evar, your words are better than mine, for I don’t know if my words are truly better until I also go to other lands to ply my trade.  I do not blame my hometown audience if they have been kind to me and afraid to say what their hearts would really say.”

“Your highness, I must apologize to you, for asking the audience to boo and heckle Aaron it was my arrogance to not accept any challenge as fair and honest.  Aaron, I too owe you an apology for I never intended to say if it was so, your words where better than mine.  If it is possible for a Cat to be humble, I and my fellow Cats need to learn a new trick.  For to make the changes in our character we must first humble ourselves and admit we were wrong to have such laws that we would arrest those different then us.” Miss Pussywillow humbly stated. 

“Miss Pussywillow, your words were elegant in expressing you shame, they came from the heart and not from what others think you should say or want to hear.  I believe what makes a better Wordsmith is when they speak from the heart, and experience what the eyes see, then put that to words to share with others.  I would suggest you should visit Stoke-on-Tanner, and on the way observe your surroundings and let them inspire you.  Often I find the wind tells me what it knows, and I put that to words and music.  The hour is late, and I must go to my bed for I have an early start in the morning, following the wind to my next adventure.”  Aaron said. 

“Your highness, in Stoke-in-Tanner, and the land it is in has no King or Queen.  We are ruled by one who is elected, and they have as council of advisors to aid them who are elected also.  It is not always perfect, but it works.  Laws are passed only after all agree they are fair laws that do not punish those who are different.  Laws that all can live with treating everyone equally.  The council sends out representatives to all cities, towns, and villages to get an understanding of their needs, be it physical, financial, or spiritual.  It is not a perfect system, but the people make it work without one person making all the laws that may or may not be right without the voices of the people being involved your highness.”  Aaron explained.

“Are you saying Aaron that I should abdicate my throne?”  The King of Scat said.

“No, just add more chairs around the throne to take the burden and weight of the crown off your head so you and others can guide your kingdom without such laws of hate and arrogance.”  Without knowing why Aaron struck a string on his Mandolin, the usual noisy tavern came back to life.  The King of Scat was back in his disguise at the back of the crowd watching Aaron Evar take his bow to thunderous applause.  Back in his room in the lodge in bed.  Aaron suddenly for the first time became aware of what had transpired when on the stage when he first struck the strings on his Mandolin and started his melody to accompany the words he spoke.  What followed after he ended his performance was fresh in his mind.  The magic of the Deep Woods had come alive.  Aaron wonder what new magic would appear when he played his Mandolin and spoke what came from his thoughts.  He laid there in the bed looking at the medallion the King of Scat presented him, and hearing whispers in the wind that came through the open window, go northwest, and find he who is lost.
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Chapter 2
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Looking in all the Wrong Places

––––––––
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After what felt like only a day of walking, Aaron arrived in the Land of Meek where on the border a sign said the House of Hope was 30 leagues.  It also said the Land of Scat was 250 leagues southeast, and west of the House of Hope 20 leagues was the House of Despair Inn in the Land of Put Down.  Within a hours walk he reached the House of Hope to find a young boy sitting on bench crying.  Aaron approached the boy and asked why he was crying.”

“I am late for school and missed the school wagon because I was so tired from last night working on a project for show and tell this morning.  I went to bed late and work up late confused and my brain befuddled I couldn’t find what I lost.”

“Did you look everywhere for it?”  Aaron asked the boy.

“I was looking in all the wrong places this morning Sir.  First, it wasn’t under the bed I observed.  My surveillance said it wasn’t in the closet either.  I peeped in the attic and found dust.  A glance told me I was wrong about the basement too.  After a goggle around, it was not there.  With a squint into the bathroom sink, I think I left it there.  I asked a bystander if he knew why.  Why I could not trace this elusive and wayward part of mine?  Cloak and dagger brought me only glares.  I scrutinized all the facts and examined them twice I did.  Was I walleyed or blind as a bat?  Did I need a sightseer to tell me where my discovery would be? I noticed I was stumped always hoping.  Praying that I would find it long before it was time for school.  In frustration I pounded on my mirror. OOPS and double damn, what a fool am I, I was looking in all the wrong places.  It was there I found my canny nemeses.  For there it was on the top of my shoulders gloating at me, was my silly forgetful head sir.” The boy said.

“By the time I collected my thoughts I missed the school wagon sir.  You see I have a lame leg and walking to school can I never get there on time before the last bell rings.  I fear if I try to hurry I will only fall and hurt myself and be late for school.  If only I had started my project earlier and not so late at night.  I didn’t sleep so well as it was and by the time I found my silly head, I grabbed my project and walked as fast as I could to catch the school wagon. Only to fall and land on my project and smashed it all the pieces sir.  Not only will I be late for school I will not have a project for show and tell.  My mother is the principal, and she will be upset with me.  She leaves earlier then me with horse and carriage to open the school sir.”

“My that is a troublesome problem you have there.  You forgot where your head was, you fell and broke you school project for show and tell, and your mother is the principal. By the way I am Aaron Evar of Stoke-on-Tanner, and I have just come from the Land of Scat.  I think I can get you to school on time and maybe be your project for show and tell as well.  You see I am a Troubadour.  Do you know what a Troubadour is?

“You are a Bard who travels from town to town who tells stories, recite poems, and plays an instrument at the same time.  Is that a Mandolin Aaron Avor.”  The boy asked.

“Yes it is now what is your name, I can’t keep calling you boy can I.” Aaron asked.

“I am Billy Hope, and my Aunt run’s the House of Hope were she rents out rooms to take care of the elderly sick and dying.  See that bright yellow house over there.  That is the House of Hope where, my Mother and I live as well.”  In the distances a bell rang.  “On no that is the first bell Aaron a warning to stop your play, and two bells means time to get in line to get into the building to put your things away in your cupboard, Three bells mean the school door will be locked and anyone not in the building will not be allowed in and marked absent, Aaron.”  Billy said and added.  The School is 12 blocks down this street Aaron, we will never make it in time.”

“Then we must hurry Billy Hope, now let me put my rucksack down and put down my Mandolin.  Then I will kneel, and you climb on my back wrap your arms around my neck and clasp your legs around my waist.  Now hold tight your arms and legs around me, not to tight, just tight enough you don’t fall off Billy.”  Billy climbed up on Aarons back wrapped his limbs around is chest and waist while Aaron reached for his rucksack in one hand, and his Mandolin in the other and from his bent knee’s stood. 

“Now hold tight I am going to start walking fast Billy, maybe best to close your eyes, so you won’t get dizzy.” Aaron told Billy.  Billy closed his eyes and buried his face in Aaron’s hair as he felt a breeze fluff his hair about.  Billy heard the second bell and told Aaron they had only 5 minutes to get there or get locked out.

"Billy we are there, now slide off me and you will see we are there.  Kids are already in line waiting to enter the school.  Is that your mother coming Billy.”

“Yes Aaron she looks worried.”  Billy said.

“Billy Hope, explained yourself and who is this man?”  Billy’s mother asked her son.

“Mother, forgive me I was up late, working on my project, then I overslept and was so confused and befuddled I was going to be late for school, so I rushed out the door, fell, and missed the school wagon.  I am sorry mother, then this Bard came along, and saw me crying.  He had me get on his back and carried me here in time for the second bell.  He is fast mother unbelievable fast mother.  He walked 12 blocks in just seconds it seems mother.”  Billy explained.

“Billy what did I tell you about such wild stories.  It would take at least 15 minutes to walk 12 blocks and not just seconds.  Billy where is your project for show and tell?”  Billy Mothers asked.

“Mother he is standing here, he is a Bard and plays the Mandolin.”  Billy pointed out to his Mother. 

“Billy’s mother, what Billy hasn’t told you is that when he fell, he landed on his project and smashed it.  Excuse me I am Aaron Evar from Stoke-on-Tanner, by way of the Land of Scat.  And I am a Bard or rather a Troubadour where I come from.  Recently played before the King of Scat in the Milk and Catnip.  He said to present this Medallion in any land I visit to prove my claim Billy’s mother.

Billy’s mother took the Medallion from his hand and looked it over closely, turning it from one side to the next feeling the weight of Gold and recognized the emblem of the Land of Scat on one side and the profile of the King of Scat on the other side.”  Sir I know this to me genuinely real; my late husband was awarded one posthumous after his death. For his gallantry in rescuing a pair of Kittens in a house fire in the Land of Scat Capital.  Billy’s father was a diplomate assigned to the Land of Scats.  Sadly, he died from his effort to safe those kittens.  That was 4 years ago.  Welcome Aaron Evar of Stoke-on-Tanner to the Land of Meek.  I am Principal Rose Hope where in the Land of Meek we always have hope in the next day will come and the sorrows of yesterday fade as the next day’s sun rises.  Thank you for helping Billy get to school on time.  As for Billy’s project, it would be our honor to have such a distinguish guest to present himself for show and tell.  First it would be a pleasure to hear something about where you come from Stoke-on-Tanner I believe you said.  The children here like to hear about other places in other lands.  The have an ongoing project putting pins on the map when a visitors talks about where they came from.  You would be our first Bard, or rather Troubadour.

***
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“Children, we have saved the best for the last in our show and tell projects. So far all your projects have been top notch.  Now our last show and tell will be presented by Billy Hope.  Billy had an accident on the way to school and fell and broke his project.  At the last minute a man came to his rescue and made sure Billy got to school on time, minus his project.  It turns out this man having come from the Land of Prosperity from Stoke-on-Tanner is in our language a Bard.  Where he comes from a Bard is called a Troubadour, meaning very much the same as Bard.  He travels from place to place plying his trade as a Bard reciting poems and stories while he plays his Mandolin.  Stories of his own adventures and adventures of others in history or present times.  Our visiting Bard recently visited the Land of Scat, where he performed in front of the King of Scat, who awarded him a Medallion of honor for his performance.  Now I have verified that honor is real, as some of you may know Billy Hope’s father received a similar honor from the King of Scat after his father died.  Our Bard is a young man new to his trade, and to be so honored for his words and music is a remarkable thing for a young man of his age.  Please welcome Aaron Evar, an old name meaning Strong Hero in the old tongue of the Elves in the Deep Woods.”  Principal Rose told the class.  Aaron Evar stepped into the room with his Mandolin at his side and stepped to the front of the class with the children welcoming him with applause.

“Thank you, you are very kind.  It was not so long ago I stood in front of my fellow students at graduation and spoke to them about my plans to go adventuring and a few weeks later I started my adventures on the road.  Now before I ply my trade, I have been asked by Principal Rose to give you a small geography lesson so Billy can earn his grade for his project by having a visitor come to class from another land.”  There were several moans heard in the classroom.  “I did say a small geography lesson.  Stoke-on-Tanner is a small town north of the Land of Prosperity’s capital city, right on the southern borders of the Deep Woods.  Stoke-on-Tanner’s major employer is a Tannery.  On a good day it stinks, on a winding day you would think the town was invaded by a herd of skunks.  On the worse days, we all stayed indoors.  The tannery there has been in business for some 150 years, run by the same family generation after generation.  I was lucky to go find adventures then to work for my families Tannery and the air on my travels have been so sweet to my nose ever since.”  That got the room laughing.  “Now Billy you have the honor to put a pin in the map where Stoke-on-Tanner is.  While I tune my Mandolin and tell you a something about myself and why I became a Bard.:

“Thank you Billy.  Now let me tell you about myself.  I grew up expecting one day to follow in my father’s and my grandfather footstep as a tanner, a find old trade, but not for me I told myself.  As early as I can remember I often thought I wanted to be an adventurer.  One day at age 12, I took my first adventure in the Deep Woods just outside Stoke-on-Tanner and north of the tannery stink as far as I could go.  I found the Deep Woods a place of solace where I could think and dream of adventures.  I would recall the tales my Grandmother would tell me at bedtime about stories her grandmother told her about the Deep Woods of those ancient people who once lived there.  Those of the old tongue with mystical ways, magic, and spells.  The forefathers of the Elves we know today in the Land of Elves northeast of the Deep Woods.  Some still say in the north Deep Woods you can still find the elder elves practicing mystical ways, their magic, and spells.  Some known to trick man out of coins, others knows to help all living things in devoted ways.  Now the south Deep Woods as far as I could see and discover no longer had the elder elves living there anymore.  But the magic of the elder Elves still linger in many places I found where they once lived.  When I was 14 I went further in then I ever did and came to a place that was rich in their magic.  Not evil or full of malice spirits but full of peace and tranquility, that I soon found myself a sleep dreaming of a time the elder elves first came to this world.”  Aaron played a quiet eerie melody on his Mandolin as he told the story of what he dreamed.

“I dreamed of a place I once knew, A home far, far away.  Where my youth was spent in Learning life’s mysteries.  Where the skies were crystal blue, and the nights were full of stars.  Where the surf came rumbling in like thundering herds of Unicorns.  Where two suns rose every morn, And four moons lit the night sky.  Where a cottage is surrounded by Oak and Weeping Willow tree’s.  I dreamed of a place of magical Dragons, A home, far, far, away.  Where a wish is granted every day, to the Elf true of heart and soul.  Where fairies danced late into the night, and Banshee’s wailed the dead home.  Where in ancient past, we Elve’s crossed the veil and came to this planet earth.  There we found a new home in the Deep Woods; tree’s so old and majestic they remined me of home.  I was an elf of fame, the lore master of our time in our home world among the stars.  I was an adventurer who knew every nook and granny of our old world.  I went about with my harp, and told of my adventures, weaving magic in the air in my old tongue.  Now I saw myself in my dream, fading away as the elders do, after thousands of years have gone by.  I am the last of my kind in the southern Deep Woods on this new world.  I regret not, for I leave behind in the Deep Woods, in every living thing from the tree’s, plants, animals, the air and water. The magic of the elder elves in hope one day a young man of this world will take up my mantle and share new adventures and discover lost adventures of the days when we the Elder Elves who came from another dying world, will teach the next generation to come, how to avoid the same fate we did when our home world faded away and we came to this one to be the last of our kind.”  Aaron muted his strings, yet the melody lingered in the air, and in the mind of the children they saw vision of a wonderful Land of the Elder Elve’s in the background of the closing veil as they crossed over into this world.  Some cried tears of sadness, to see such a world fade away.  Other’s saw mystical creatures fly thought the fading veil, Some heard haunting music of Lute, Lyre, and angelic voice cry a dirge of loss, as the last light of the stars in the veil went out.  Then Aaron Evar plucked a string loud and clear on his Mandolin and the magic in the air burst like a bubble floating in the air.  The Adults woke up remembering nothing and the children had fading visions of the Elder Elves in the Deep Woods long gone from memory.

“Thank you Aaron Evar’s that was a beautiful Ballard of the Elder Elves, I have ever heard before.  Right children wasn’t that the most wonderful music to his words.  Sadly, we must say goodbye to Aaron Evar’s, it is time classes to end for the day.  Maybe one day he can return and tell us more of his adventures.”  Principal Rose led Aaron out of the classroom and in the hallway turned to him.  “I wish the children could listen to you all day.  I have never seen such attentiveness in them until now.  If you have no plans to continue your adventures for the moment, there is a room at the House of Hope for you and a hot meal.  It is the least I can do for you for coming to Billy aid this morning.”

“I would welcome that Rose, through in a hot bath and I will tell your lodgers a tale or two.”  Aaron suggested.

“I regret Aaron my sisters lodgers, are of the elderly and infirm, many hard of hearing, a couple feeble of mind.  One is nearing his 109th year.  We fear his time is near any day now.”  My sister is an Elders nurse and provides good care for those who have no home or family to take care of them.  You are welcome to stay for as long as you need.  Just don’t expect much in the way of company from our lodgers.  Though some would enjoy to listen to your Mandolin, just don’t expect them to get up and dance.”  Rose Hope explained to Aaron.

“I was since I was six was raised by my grandparents after both of my parents died of the plague that hit in the Land of Prosperity 10 years ago.  Even then Grandfather and my Grandmother were in the eyes of a six-year-old where very old to me.  Now 10 years later, He does not seem that old.  A Tanner’s life is one of hard toil in many ways, yet he still manages to lead his workers in a full day of work. a tanners life wasn’t for me Rose, and my grandfather realized that.  Yet, I helped him out with the books and accounts when I was old enough to understand what was needed to be done.  My Grandmother died when I was 14, a hard-working women in the Tannery right along other women and men from Stoke-on-Tanner.  Her heart finally gave out.  The work of a tanner in the Tannery working with tanning can cause bad lungs, and that in turn weakens the heart, if the stink don’t kill you first.”

“Grandfather has been training for years now a local young man to take over the Tannery when Grandfather decides to retire.  He has already made arrangements to turn ownership of the Tannery over to the town as a town cooperate running the Tannery when he does retire.  As long as there is the need of leather, there will be the need of workers to run the Tannery, and the hunters to hunt the deer, fox, and rabbit in the Deep woods, and the Butcher who provides us with cow hide.  Grandfathers furs are always in demand and his leathers provide the local cobbler material for his shoes, boots, saddles, harnesses, leather chaps and aprons for the Smithy.  Then the local tailor and dress maker create fine leather vests, Fur coats, muffs, and winter hats and gloves.  Without the tannery so many other businesses would fail and couldn’t afford the prices and the cost to ship leather and fur from other Tanneries hundreds of leagues away.  Often not the best quality either.  The Evar Tannery has been around for 150 years and has a reputation of the best leather and furs around.  The travel coat I wear, and the leather riding chaps and pants were all made by my Grandmother for me, except the shirt it was first made for my father to wear at his wedding to my mother.  Grandmother kept it safe until I was big enough to wear it.  Sadly, her passing took that joy away for her.  Grandfather stood in her place when he presented these garments to me, he honored her by keeping them safe for me.”
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