
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Praise for...

Tears of Min Brock

Some of the best stories I can remember are
those that take me out of my own existence and insert me into a
world I have never known. I get to become a part of the story and
the adventure and excitement also becomes a part of my own. In
Tears of Min Brock by J. E. Lowder, I have again found one
of those fascinating epic fantasy worlds that are daunting and
dangerous, yet broodingly beautiful as well.

- BlogCritics Books

J.E. Lowder has created an intricate fantasy
world full of despair and darkness as well as hope and luminous
beauty.

- Examiner.com

Lowder pulls you into a world of chaos and
hope. You can almost feel the breeze and smell the foliage as you
walk with the main characters through this well written story. I
give it far more than the usual five stars!

- Opus ‘N’ Pen

Tears of Min Brock is going to become
a classic right up there with The Lord of the Rings.

- Vic’s Media Room

Not too many books can truly be described as
epic. Narnia, Lord of the Rings, Pullman’s Dark Materials...and now
Tears of Min Brock. This is one book that clearly deserves the
‘epic’ description.

- Book Lovers Paradise

Tears of Min Brock is a heartfelt
story of epic proportions with two lovable characters. It is an
epic in every sense.

- Sift Book Reviews


Praise for...

Martyr’s Moon

Lowder has gilded (his characters) with both
strength and flaws, creating a realism that is difficult to deny.
His world is dark and deadly, yet holds a sprinkling of hope and
light that is beginning to thrust its ways into being. If you are a
fan of magic and hope, as well as fierce, epic battles between good
and evil, you will love this work.

- Seattle PI

With this novel you find yourself walking
through a fantasy world beyond compare. It’s astounding. Lowder is
a show, not tell, type of author. You don’t read this story, but
rather watch the story unfold before you. He paints a brilliant
picture of his scenery.

- Pure Jonel

…the action propelled me forward and I found
pages of this book melting away as I read on.

- Literary R&R

Lowder is an amazing storyteller. He demands,
simply with action packed words and haunting imagery, that even a
dense reader like me pick up his work and keep reading.

- JulieArduini.com

While reading this book, I saw the story like
a movie in my head because of the way it is written with so much
detail and color. I do not like giving spoilers but will tell you
that this book includes fantasy, action, love, courage, and so much
more. You will laugh, cry and yell out encouragements (if anything
like me) because this book will take your mind and imagination to a
wonderful and exciting journey.

- Shawna Dunbar, GoodReads
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Troubling Tale

Mothers, guard babes;
Fathers, draw steel,

Thunder approaches, soon blood on the
fields.

Tempest of war, so black and so vile,

Spreads o’er Allsbruth; lament suckling
child.

 


Orphaned stories, treasures from Claire,

Like buried embers, burst forth and
flare.

Hear not a whisper, sweet lark on the
wing?

Tales shall crush steel when gors have a
king.

 


Whisps of white, forever snow swirl,

Rays of crimson protect pallid girl,

Waltz of Claire lilting like lace,

Breathe delight o’er sweet child’s face.

 


What was is now past, what loss no more,

As phantom rides winds that morn for the
gor.

Tulips shall bloom despite ice so deep,

Fair daughter do dance, for we no longer
weep.
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Chapter
1


Blue Skin

Three Wurmlins darted through the
forest, shadows of stealth hunting their prey. The trio ran on
tiptoes, as was customary to avoid snapping twigs or rustling too
many leaves, and were dressed in typical Wurmlin garb: mottled
colors of olive, gray and brown to blend with the foliage, layered
to provide protection from heat, rain and wind.

Even their labored breaths were muffled, a
trick all three learned at an early age. Their tribe used games of
hide-and-go-seek to sharpen their abilities to hunt without making
a sound. Thick, restrictive cloaks were worn while running to train
lungs to breathe short, quiet gulps, and after the event, the child
who was able to best control his breathing was rewarded with a
trinket.

The leader of the Wurmlin trio, a man of
forty summers, reached the top of the incline and held up a
clinched fist. The other two, boys of sixteen and thirteen summers,
froze in place several steps behind. Without turning to address
them, the elder shot his index finger up and tapped his head three
times.

Stay. I’ll scout, he signaled.

He unsheathed his dagger and disappeared down
the hill.

The two boys exchanged glances. Faces, masked
with grime from living outdoors, surrounded large, round eyes.
Long, black hair, disheveled and filthy, fell to their shoulders, a
few strands matted to their foreheads by sweat and grease.

“I don’t like this,” the youngest
whispered.

“Don’t matter whatcha like, Mälque,” the
elder hissed back. “We gotta live.”

“I know,” Mälque sighed with a slow nod as he
watched their leader head into the shadows. “Still don’t mean I
gotta like it.”

He paused then asked, “Vonn, do you like what
we’re doin’?”

“Olke is the best there is, little brother.
Soon, we’ll be the best thieves ever known. That’s what I
like.”

Mälque flashed a smile. White teeth,
surrounded by leathery flesh, glistened. “Yeah, I like that part.
But sure miss our folks. Olke treats us like dogs.”

Vonn’s eyes narrowed and he nodded. “Life’s
never been the same since that night.”

“Hard to believe it was four summers ago.
Feels more like ten.”

They stared in the direction Olke disappeared
and reflected on that fateful night…
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“Vonn, Mälque, wake up,” their mother
whispered as she jostled them from their sleep.

The boys, recognizing her voice, rolled over
and opened sleepy eyes. Their mother stared at them with a wild
look, her face aglow with bluish light from a MerriNoon firestick
clutched in her hand. Despite its brightness, it was cool to the
touch until heaved onto a stack of wood where it would spark with
fire.

Mälque opened his mouth to ask a question and
she clapped it shut with her free hand.

“Hush up. Listen. It’s your father.
Somethin’s happened to him. Somethin’ bad. Now get up. I need your
help, but be quiet. Don’t need anyone followin’ us.”

As the boys rose, she fired off more
instructions. “Vonn, grab a shovel. Mälque, bring an extra
firestick. Hurry.”

She spun on her heel and disappeared into the
gloom.

They snickered.

“Here we go again,” Vonn mumbled as he
searched for a shovel.

“Yeah,” Mälque huffed as he reached for their
stash of firesticks. Like everything they possessed, these were
acquired from thievery. “When is she gonna quit?”

When they were little, she took them on walks
in the woods and pointed out what she ascribed were omens: A fresh
pile of gor dung was a sign that death would visit their tribe; a
white stag - rare indeed - prophesized that a chieftain would be
born; a hawk feather was a portent that great fortune would come
their way.

As they matured, they noted that more times
than not, the grand events the omens foretold never occurred. Vonn
found a hawk feather but riches never followed. Death often visited
their tribe, with or without dung sightings. When Vonn and Mälque
pressed her for an explanation, she reinterpreted the portents in
light of a new day. They accepted her explanations faithfully until
the day she heard whispers, voices from the dead. From that moment
on, they dismissed her beliefs as Superstitious nonsense.

They grabbed their tools and caught up with
her.

The bluish light from the two firesticks
burned a hole in the dark. Despite Vonn and Mälque’s skepticism in
their mother’s beliefs, the shadows still sent shivers through
them. They pressed close to her side.

“Your father came to me…in a dream.” She
shoved the firestick this way and that. “All I could see was his
face.”

The boys snickered. Tonight, like all the
others, was just another exercise in craziness.

“He was ghostly pale. Said we was to bury him
so he wouldn’t wander these woods forever.”

She led them up a hill and they continued to
laugh.

“Then the vision opened up, like someone
takin’ a sheet off a corpse, and I could see everythin’.”

At the summit, she stopped and held her
firestick overhead. Mälque copied her.

Two dead bodies lay in the ravine.

The boys gasped. Mälque fumbled his firestick
and Vonn dropped his shovel. As Wurmlins, they’d seen their share
of dead bodies, but nothing prepared them for this. Arms jutted
skyward, frozen in place; fingers hooked as if digging to escape,
but from what they could only wonder.

“Ain’t laughin’ now, are you?”

They took in her expression. The bluish light
from the firesticks made her already wild eyes pulse. A faint smile
twitched at the corners of her mouth as if discovering morbid
bodies at night was commonplace.

“Still think your mom’s crazy?”

Young heads wagged as they focused once again
on the corpses.

“Now pick up that shovel and come on.”

She led them downhill with long strides and
stopped beside the bodies.

“Look,” Vonn half-whispered from around her
side. “Their skin’s blue!”

Mälque stuck out his firestick for a better
look. Despite the men’s grimy faces and hands, a bluish tint could
be seen. But it was their twisted arms jutting straight up, their
gnarled fingers reaching for the unknown, and their legs lying
every which a way that made his skin crawl.

“Why are they all twisted up like that?”

“Hush up!” She lowered her light to the
bodies to identify them. “I recognize these two. They were part of
your father’s pack. But where’s he?”

She swept her firestick searching for any
sign of her husband’s body. “He aint’ here,” she mumbled to
herself. “But I already knew that, ‘cause I had the dream.” And
then to the boys: “I sense he’s close by. He’s already walkin’ the
woods as a spirit…whisperin’. Ya hear him?”

She pushed her face close to Vonn and Mälque.
The glow from the firestick cut deep shadows into her face making
her feral eyes all the more terrifying. They leaned away from her.
“Can you boys feel him; hear him,” she asked, eager for them to
join her on her supernatural journey. “Gotta believe. Gotta
listen.”

Unable or unwilling to connect with their
father’s ghost, they shook their heads, spooked by the night’s
portents as well as her expression.

“Don’t ya worry,” she offered with a
half-smile. “One day, you’ll hear whispers too. I promise. Now come
on.”

She spun away and resumed her quick gait
deeper into the woods. When they skirted around a huge tree, Vonn
and Mälque froze in place.

They found another body.

His lower portion - from his waistline down
to his boots - stood erect, as if awaiting their arrival, while his
upper half lay nearby.

Their mother approached the upper torso lying
in the leaves, not the least bit distraught by the macabre
scene.

“It’s just like I dreamed,” she mumbled, more
to herself than to her sons. “But what sorta monster kills like
this?”

She knelt for a better look and thrust her
firestick close to identify the face. A death mask of blue skin
surrounded glossed over eyes; mouth - agape with leaves stuck to
pale lips - locked in what undoubtedly was his last scream. “Yep,
that’s him.”

Vonn dropped his shovel and turned to throw
up.

Mälque buckled to the ground and also puked.
When their convulsions ended, they wiped mouths with their sleeves.
Vonn retrieved his shovel and offered Mälque his hand.

“Look at her,” Mälque whispered as he was
pulled to his feet. “Not a tear or even a scream.”

“I know. This ain’t right.”

She rose and made her way to the erect half
and sized it up like they’d seen her do a slab of meat at the
market. She ran her hand back and forth over the torso’s top as if
to make sure it wasn’t a mirage.

“Cut clean in two,” she half-marveled as she
continued sweeping her hand back and forth, “and ain’t a drop of
blood no where. But how?”

She jerked her hand away as if stung by a
wasp and hopped away from the corpse.

“Boys, come here!” Fear was in her voice as
she waved them over. “Hurry.”

Her tone told them they were in danger, so
they ran to her side.

Mälque eyed his father’s corpse but when the
bile returned, focused instead on his mother’s face. Her twitching
smile was gone, replaced by taut lips stretched across yellowed
teeth; her eyes were narrow slits that searched for danger.

“What’s wrong,” he asked.

“Shh!” She backed them away, her firestick
darting this way and that, probing the darkness - for what, the
boys could only wonder.

When she felt they were far enough away from
the grisly scene, she knelt and took in their confused looks. “You
boys listen, and listen good.”

They could hear the fear in her voice; smell
it on her sweat.

“You don’t tell no one what you just saw, you
hear?” She shook them to make sure they understood.

Vonn nodded.

Mälque squinted at her in confusion.

She zeroed in on her youngest son. “No one,
Mälque. No one.”

“But who cut him in…”

She covered his mouth with her hand.

“Ain’t seen this kinda thing since the Dark
War.” She paused to make sure he would be quiet.

“Boys, listen to me.” She released her hold
on Malque. “An Awakenin’ has occurred. Dangerous creatures you’ve
never seen before prowl about, or make their dens in dead trees.
Those are called fea dracas - tiny dragons that’ll swarm and eat ya
alive. Never go near trees like that, I don’t care how brave ya
feel. Understand me?”

They nodded. She continued.

“Stay sharp. Whatever killed your dad is
still out there.” She eyed the darkness surrounding them. “These
woods are cursed. Cursed.”

She turned her attention back to her sons.
“You’ll hear whispers, and I ain’t talkin’ about voices from the
grave, neither. They might come from Claire or Ebon. Sweet as
songbirds. Might even sound the same, promisin’ this or that.
Ignore them. Stay true to the whispers in your head.”

She tapped their foreheads to make her
point.

“You’re gonna see things ya never seen
before, too. Crazy things. Don’t pay them no mind neither.”

Her eyes narrowed, she pressed closer, her
nose touching theirs, hot breath vaporizing before their eyes.
“‘Cause chances are…” Her eyes darted left then right to make sure
they were still alone. Zeroing in on their wide-eyed expressions
again, she finished. “Storytellers from Claire are on the
prowl.”

The boys gasped, well versed by their mother
on the horrors she ascribed to the tellers of tales.

“Conniving men and women.” Yellowed teeth
were gritted now, words sharpened by painful memories cut open the
night’s stillness. “Magic herbs that can ease pain and heal, or
kill. Stories that can open the ground like a grave or,” she wet
her lips, “make ya wish ya was dead.”

She wiped the snot running from her nose as
if to clear the memories of the past. “No matter what happens to
me, you two stay together. Don’t trust no one. Not even
other Wurmlins.” Softer still. “Especially other Wurmlins.”

She snapped her head away, either spooked by
something nearby or merely checking their surroundings. Convinced
they were still safe and alone, she looked back into their
frightened faces.

“Now help me bury ‘em. Don’t need our tribe
knowin’ about the Awakenin’. Not yet, anyways.”

She marched to her husband’s body but the
boys didn’t follow.

Vonn and Mälque exchanged worried
glances.

“Boys!” She flashed them a hot look and waved
them on.

They swallowed the bile rising into their
throats and crept forward, the only sound coming from Vonn’s shovel
that he dragged through the dead leaves.
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Olke caught the scent of burnt wood. It was
faint, barely noticeable, and most people - whether Allsbruthian or
even Ebonite - would have missed such a clue. But he was a Wurmlin,
a nomadic thief who read the woods, the winds and the streams for
the slightest of signs and clues leading to their victims’
whereabouts. Like wolves, Wurmlins could follow a scent for
days.

Energized that he was closing in on their
target - the village of Tellendale - he increased his pace. When
the trees thinned, he hid behind a fat hickory tree and surveyed
what lay ahead.

Beyond a grove of saplings sat Tellendale, or
what was left of it.

Mounds of white and gray ash sat where
cottages, shanties and barns had been. Littering the ground were
dead bodies that he assumed were the villagers. Aside from a large
bird pecking a corpse, the village was void of life.

Without taking his eyes off the grisly scene,
he cupped his hands together, brought them to his mouth and blew
through the opening. He fluttered several fingers to create an
owl-like sound. In a flash, the boys were by his side.

“Look at ‘em,” Olke half-whispered as he
slapped Vonn’s shoulder. “Ripe for the pickin’. Time to go to work,
boys.”

With a final glance about the clearing, and a
sniff of the wind to make sure that whoever destroyed Tellendale
was gone, Olke rose and strutted out into the clearing. Long, dark
hair swayed in time to his bold stride, and when a strand fell
across his face, he whipped his head to set it free. Broad,
determined steps brought him to the closest body where he knelt
with dagger in hand and prepared to go to work. He glanced back at
the brothers who were lollygagging toward the bodies. Olke snarled
his lips and squinted at them.

“Get a move on,” he barked. “Who knows how
much time we got.”

Mälque reached him first. As instructed from
previous undertakings, he assumed his position near the body.
Disgusted by the mutilated flesh, the tunic stained black with
blood and death’s sick scent permeating the air, he turned away. “I
hate this work. Too much dyin’ everywhere,” he blurted over his
shoulder. “I wanna do honest Wurmlin work, like stealin’ or robbin’
or cheatin’.” Bile rose into his throat. It was all he could do not
to throw up.

“Sure ya do,” Olke countered with a snort as
he patted the dead man’s pockets with the flat side of his dagger.
“But that’s ‘cause you’re young, and like most yung-ers,
you’re just plain stupid.”

Mälque glared at Olke. He hated the word.
Although it was what Wurmlins used to describe boys of his age,
Olke used it like a cuss word.

Vonn, unfazed by the gore, plopped down
beside Olke who backhanded the boy. “Next time, don’t be late. Now
help me find the treasure this dead fool’s tryin’ to take to the
grave.”

As he tapped the man’s last pocket, the blade
struck something hard. He hit again, producing a muted thud. “You
know what that sound means, don’tcha?”

Vonn knew the only answer that would spare
him from being whacked again was to do his job. With tongue poking
out of the side of his mouth, he slid his fingers into the
blood-soaked garment.

“Well,” Olke asked, impatient with his
progress.

“Hold on,” Vonn answered while swishing his
tongue from side to side as fingers probed the sticky pocket.
“There’s too much blood.”

Olke was about to punch him when the boy
yanked his hand free and held up the prize for all to see.

A collective gasp rose from all three.
Clutched between Vonn’s bloody fingers was a coin, stained with
crimson.

“There you are,” Olke sang to the coin, his
voice sultry and smooth, as if addressing a lover. “Come to me.” He
stretched his hand toward the money. Vonn dropped it into his
palm.

“A golden giln,” Olke gushed as he held it up
to the light of day between thumb and forefinger.

Stained with blood, it was a shocking
reminder of the manner in which they found it as well as its
owner’s horrible demise. Yet all three were oblivious to such
calamity and instead, gawked in awe at the coin. It promised better
days ahead.

“Here, yung-er.” Olke flipped it into the
air. “Make ‘er shine.”

Mälque, who had anticipated such an action,
had already removed a cloth from his pocket. With eyes riveted on
the end-over-end flight of the giln, he caught the coin in the
cloth and started wiping the blood off. In no time, the gold
glistened; sunlight danced across its surface.

“So, boy,” Olke asked as he pushed himself up
from the ground, “what were you sayin’ about an honest trade?”

Mälque shrugged off the question and stared
at the coin he twirled between his fingers. Maybe Olke was right.
The giln meant hot meals and warm beds in a tavern, a far better
life than chewing on rabbit gristle and sleeping in the open, using
leaves as a blanket.

Olke held out his palm.

Mälque smirked, and for a brief moment,
thought about pocketing the giln and dashing off for the woods.
After all, thievery was in his blood, even if it meant robbing
another Wurmlin. But when he felt the prick of a dagger through his
tunic, and caught Olke’s evil expression, he thought better of his
idea. With a heavy sigh and a parting glance at the giln, he
surrendered the coin.

“Thata boy,” Olke said as he withdrew his
dagger. He flashed the boy a wry smile. “Never rob a robber, I
always say.”

He pocketed the coin and led them to the next
corpse. They dropped the banter and went back to work robbing the
dead.

Mälque, while awaiting more loot to clean,
scanned the surrounding woods. “So you’re certain that crazy man
and his gors won’t come back to eat us,” he asked, his voice
cracking ever so slightly as his imagination conjured gors
devouring people…alive.

As a Wurmlin, he had been trained to the
traits of every animal in the woods. Gors were scavengers who
feared men and prowled in small packs. That description changed
three summers ago when men from their tribe witnessed a village
being mauled by the beasts. A baldheaded man mounted atop a massive
bull led the slaughter. His assembled gors - a mystery unto itself
- were an army of ravaging predators. Jaws snapped arms or legs
clean off while paws swatted bodies this way and that with ease.
When Mälque asked what had caused the shift in the gors’
disposition, the Wurmlins hushed him with a swat to the head, or
wagged their heads and mumbled to themselves.

But he knew the answer. His mother had
forewarned about such sightings the summer before.

The Awakenin’.

“Yep, that crazy fool is long gone,” Olke
answered, snapping Mälque from his reflection. Olke continued to
swat the corpse up and down, listening for the thud or
clink of loot or jewelry. “We been followin’ them now for…”
he stopped tapping and scrunched up his lips to calculate the
amount of time. Unable to do simple mathematics, and not about to
let the boys belittle him for such ignorance, he dismissed the
problem with a loud huff and blurted, “…a long time…a very long
time.”

“Do we always have to steal like this,” Vonn
asked in a dull voice. “It ain’t excitin’.”

Olke stopped, leaned back and gave them both
a stern look. “You want excitement.”

“Yeah,” Vonn answered with a glint in his
eye. “We’re Wurmlins, ain’t we? This ain’t stealin’.”

Olke folded his arms across his large chest
and cocked his head. A greasy lock fell over his face, which he
cleared with a violent shake of his head. “Well, these kind folk
ain’t exactly handin’ their loot to us, now is they?”

Mälque pulled away from his gaze and took in
the ash, the blood, the severed limbs, the mangled bodies. “But
this…this is…” He once more became overwhelmed by the sights and
smells, and could feel his stomach rumbling. He covered his mouth
and nose with his sleeved arm.

“Look,” Olke fired, irritated by their tirade
about how to make a living as a Wurmlin. “I don’t like it much
neither, but what choice do we have? When this Gor King and his
army started attackin’ villages, most folk sought refuge at Min
Brock. The ones that didn’t,” he used his dagger as a pointer to
highlight the death and destruction all around them. “Well, that
crazy fool destroyed ‘em all. Even our own kind have scattered or
been killed.”

His last words pressed down hard on Vonn and
Mälque as they recounted the day their father died, followed soon
after by their mother’s demise. From that day forth, per Wurmlin
custom, they lived with Olke since he was their only living
relative, even if he was a distant cousin. And unfortunately for
them, Olke held to the custom that the boys were property - not
adopted sons.

Wild dogs lived better lives.

Their mother’s warning echoed in their minds;
“Don’t trust no one. Not even other Wurmlins.”

“So now,” Olke continued, “we follow his army
of gors, wait ‘til they’re gone and rob the dead. Still thievery.
Accordin’ to my codes, anyways.”

“We could go to Min Brock,” Mälque offered,
eyes fixated on a child’s mutilated body and longing to see life
beyond thirteen summers. “Ain’t nothin’ but dyin’ everywhere.”

Olke’s eyes narrowed; slits of anger burned
at Mälque. “I’ll tell ya why not, yung-er.” He held his
answer until he had their full attention. “Because we’re Wurmlins!”
He thrust his blade at them and spittle flew off his lips. “We’re
nomads,” his dagger darted from boy to boy as his tone became more
impassioned. “Thieves. Highwaymen. And this here,” he waved his
dagger at the woods, “is your home. Always has been. Always will
be. You don’t need no castle.”

Olke’s eyes flared with anger as he whipped
his hair to intimidate and remind them of his power over them.
“Besides,” he added with a smile that was as greasy as his hair,
“I’m the only family ya got.”

His last words struck the boys like jabs to
the gut and Olke savored the misery that coursed their faces and
the despair that weighed down thin shoulders. “Have you no respect
for Wurmlin traditions,” he asked as the veins on his forehead
pumped with passion. “You should be ashamed. I didn’t have ta take
ya in and feed ya, or teach ya how to survive, but I did. You know
why? ‘Cause I’m a Wurmlin!” He pounded his chest with pride. “I
take care of my own. So never ask such a thing again. Ya
hear me? Be proud of your heritage…your bloodline…your….”

Too flustered and perturbed to continue the
lecture, he waved them off with his dagger and returned to his
task. As he knelt over the body, he mumbled to himself about
yung-ers not appreciating the sacrifice of kin.

An odd sound made all three freeze in
place.

Training took over and they snapped their
heads toward the woods. Without a word, Olke rose and the boys took
up positions on either side, daggers drawn, ready to kill or be
killed.

 



Chapter
2


Gor Kings

“Someone’s whistlin’,” Vonn noted.

“Yeah,” Olke answered as he spat onto the
ground. “Stay sharp. Ya know what to do.”

Vonn and Mälque nodded. Knuckles flexed white
around dagger hilts.

From the foliage came the crunch and crack of
twigs as the whistler neared.

“He sure is makin’ a racket,” Mälque added, a
tinge of disgust in his voice for the stranger’s ineptitude at
being stealthy.

“Ain’t a Wurmlin, that’s for sure,” Vonn
chimed in. “Too dang noisy.”

“He’s either a fool,” Olke concluded, and
then in a more subdued voice added, “or he’s a trickster.”

They could see the whistler’s shadow
lumbering toward them. The man made no effort to conceal
himself.

“He’s alone,” Mälque noted.

Olke looked this way and that, making sure
there were no others lurking in the shadows, or creeping up behind
them. He breathed a sigh of relief and focused back on the merry
traveler.

“That song,” he said to himself as his brow
furrowed. “Where have I heard it before?”

The stranger marched out of the woods and the
Wurmlins set their feet and thrust daggers forward.

The man of fifty summers stopped and let his
whistled song fade. If he was shocked to have walked into a trap,
his face did not show it. He raised his arms and turned empty palms
toward the Wurmlins. “See, I’m unarmed.” His voice was raspy, like
dried leaves crumpled in one’s palm.

“Shut up,” Olke spat with the thrust of the
blade. “Could be a trick. Ya just stay right there while we figure
out what to do with ya.”

The stranger lowered his arms, careful to not
alarm the Wurmlins, and flashed them a smile. Age lines gave his
face the appearance of old leather. Beard stubble, peppered gray,
covered his face, while short, curly black hair with splotches of
gray here and there crowned his head.

“Why’s he smilin’ like that,” Mälque
whispered to the others, a bit unnerved by the man’s jovial
spirit.

“Simple,” Vonn quipped. “‘Cause he’s a fool.
Look at ‘im. No sword or dagger…walkin’ alone through the woods.
Dang fool’s as loud as a gor in heat.”

“Hush up,” Olke fired between clinched teeth.
He kept his eyes glued to the stranger. “There’s more to him than
meets the eye.”

Olke sized up the man. His riding boots were
black as were his breeches, but these could be worn by anyone -
assassin or even a smith. They had not caught the scent of a horse
nearby, so why wear such boots when hiking the woods? They would
make walking more difficult and were less comfortable, too. His
form-fitting tunic was secured with a belt, and as the boys had
surmised, he was weaponless.

But what is it that makes you so
familiar, Olke pondered.

“Turn around,” he ordered the stranger with a
twirling motion of his dagger. “Don’t need ya whippin’ out a sword
strapped on your back.”

The stranger snickered, as if amused by their
paranoia, and turned in place. When he had completed his circle, he
continued to flash them his smile. Mälque fretted about his sneer
and wondered what tricks the man knew that they did not.

“See,” Vonn chirped. “Nothin’ strapped to his
back, neither. He’s just a fool.”

It was at that moment that Olke’s eyes
widened with insight to the man’s identity. “No, he ain’t no fool.
He’s an Ebonite,” he announced.

The stranger flinched, as if the accusation
had stung him. “An Ebonite,” he echoed with a snort. “But I’m
beardless.” He fingered his stubbled chin.

“You musta hacked it off,” Olke fired.

The stranger’s smile widened. “Have you ever
known an Ebonite to shave off his cherished beard?”

Olke stepped forward and tightened his grip
on the dagger. “I do now.”

The stranger’s smile continued to glow and he
seemed unfazed by Olke’s approach and claim. “Friend, that’s quite
a story you’ve concocted.”

“Ain’t no story,” Olke replied with another
cautious step. “Your hair is shorter too, and although it’s grayed,
it’s definitely Ebonite. Look how curly it is. But that ain’t what
gave ya away. It was that dang song you was whistlin’. Couldn’t
remember where I’d heard it before. Then it came to me. The Dark
War. You Ebonites sang it whenever you marched.”

The stranger’s smile dimmed but his features
remained unchanged, a rock cliff able to withstand the fiercest of
storms. Black eyes sized up the Wurmlins in a flash. Although he
was not the stoutest of men, he carried himself with the confidence
of a mercenary. Or an Ebonite warrior.

Neither man said another word. The silence
between them grew. Tension hung thick in the air.

It was the stranger who broke the spell and he
did so by singing the tune he had whistled.

“Rise, whisper hailing the Dark
Flame,

Fly! Conquer tales that rival your name.

Scourge all who dare to muster their
will,

Steel will flash, blood will spill,

Usher in the days of deception.”

Before the stranger had finished singing the
first line, the Wurmlins - spooked by the minor melody and dark
lyrics - backed up. The song confirmed Olke’s suspicions that this
fellow was an Ebonite, but why he was alone, unarmed and on foot
remained a quandary.

The Wurmlins regrouped, huddled
shoulder-to-shoulder and listened spellbound to the next verse.

“Winds, cast the glory of Ebon before
us,

Fall to the dust city and buttress.

Drone, like the sea pounding the shore,

Carry death to those Claire adores,

Usher in the days of deception.”

The Wurmlins searched the woods one more time
for reinforcements, specifically Ebonite cavalry, but just as
before, the thickets were empty. Olke gripped his dagger tighter
and waved it before the Ebonite, a reminder that they were armed
and he was not, yet the Ebonite could tell by their expressions
that the tables had turned. Despite being outnumbered, he now held
the upper hand.

“It don’t matter,” Olke fired. “Ebonite or
not, we found ‘em first.” He flicked his head toward the bodies
littering the ground. “They’re ours. Once we’re done takin’ our
share, ya can do what ya want with ‘em.”

“But I don’t want them,” the Ebonite replied
in his raspy tone, his smile now more defined than before.

Three Wurmlin brows furrowed. Daggers
quivered from fear.

The stranger stepped closer. His smile
twitched and Mälque had a flashback to his mother’s creepy smile.
“We want you,” he rasped.

“We? You’re alone.”

“Are you willing to bet your life on
that?”

The Wurmlins swept the woods for any signs of
an ambush, and as before, spotted no one, nor caught the scent of
warhorses hiding in the coppice. Olke snorted and puffed out his
chest. “I ain’t fallin’ for that ol’ trick.”

The stranger jerked a thumb over his
shoulder.

The Wurmlins leaned as a group to peer around
him. Deep in the shadows of the woods they saw a bulging darkness.
From the shade came the snort of a warhorse, and if the shadowy
form mounted on top was any indication, whoever commanded the beast
was formidable indeed.

Wurmlin eyes bulged and all three took a step
backward.

“Where’d he come from,” Olke asked,
angered that they had missed catching the scent or discovering the
warrior’s shadow.

“No one knows for sure.” The Ebonite picked
at a bothersome fingernail as if bartering for food with a
dimwitted merchant. “But he is obviously cunning enough to sneak up
on three Wurmlins.”

Olke spat on the ground and used his dagger
to accent his next words. “Ya expect me to believe that’s an
Ebonite warhorse and warrior, and that both ya deserted the army to
be scavengin’ thieves?”

The stranger snickered at Olke’s inability to
embrace the reality of the moment. “Now who’s the fool,” he asked
as he continued cleaning his nails. “I may be Ebonite by birth, but
he,” another thumb jerk to the mysterious rider, “is not
from Ebon.”

As if on cue, the dark warrior made his way
through the woods toward the gathered men.

“To be honest,” the Ebonite added as the soft
sound of metal against leather grew louder, “I don’t know where
he’s from.” He dropped his arms to his side and glared into their
faces. “And I dare not ask,” he half whispered. “If you want to
live, I advise you do the same.”

Mälque gasped as the rider emerged from the
woods. He was a massive warrior in black attire, and wore a helmet
not forged of metal but fashioned from a gor’s skull. Bleached
white from the sun, it covered his head and face; only his mouth
was exposed.

The skull’s eye sockets looked like caves of
eternal blackness. Mälque blinked and saw them flare red like a
stoked fire.

Or was that a trick?

A gor-like howl echoed out from the skull,
but it sounded far off, as if coming from a deep ravine, or a
forgotten tomb.

Black armor, void of an insignia, covered his
barrel chest. Arms were exposed and his muscles bulged like the
Addoli Ridge upon the Gilden Plains. His warhorse was a fiery
steed, as dark as the grave. Hooves dug into the soft ground like
shovels while he tossed his head this way and that as if to free
the bit and bridle that controlled him.

Mälque eyed the warrior’s right arm that
dangled by his side. He raised it to reveal a massive sword
clutched in his gloved hand.

Vonn and Olke retreated back a step while
Mälque stared spellbound at the weapon. It’s blue!

But it wasn’t the hue he associated with
summer skies or tranquil waters. It resembled ice, and Mälque
sensed the warrior wielded the weapon with unrelenting power and
without mercy. Snapping out of the sword’s enchantment, Mälque
joined his brother’s side.

Olke wagged his dagger at the ghoulish
warrior. “We ain’t afraid of ya,” he shouted, which made the
brothers look at each other in dismay, for all three sets of knees
were wobbling like those of a newborn colt.

Mälque gathered his courage and whispered to
the others: “Now do ya believe me? I told ya them stories I heard
was real.”

“Ah,” the Ebonite sang as he overheard
Mälque’s claim, “so you know the stories of the Gor King.”

“He ain’t the Gor King,” Olke spat, making
sure he kept shaking his dagger, although even he knew such
countermeasures would prove useless against so powerful a foe. “We
been followin’ the real Gor King for some time.”

“You mean that baldheaded madman and his
flesh eating gors,” the Ebonite chortled.

Olke and Vonn nodded while Mälque stared at
the tomb-like sockets of the Gor King’s helmet.

Will they burn red like I’d seen before?

Nothing happened and Mälque breathed a sigh
of relief.

“So, boy,” the Ebonite rasped as he neared.
“You’re familiar with his tale. Why don’t you share them? I think
it’s time to remind your friends about the true Gor
King.”

Mälque looked to the others for help but they
ignored him and instead, kept their gaze fixed on the Gor King.

Mälque swallowed down his fear and faced the
Ebonite, alone.

“Accordin’ to the tales,” Mälque tossed a
quick glance up at the Gor King, “he appeared three summers ago. He
stormed unsuspectin’ villages with a blue sword and robbed ‘em of
everythin’ of worth. No one knew his name. No one knew his
homeland. And as time passed, tavern stories about him grew in
fantasy until no one knew what was true and what was myth. Some
claimed he was a ghoul, others that he was a rogue storyteller,
still others that he was the incarnation of the Cauldron.

“These tales were passed with pipes and drink
from town to town, province to province, and despite the
variations, this much everyone agreed on: he served neither Ebon
nor Claire. His allegiance was to himself and his blade of
blue.”

The Ebonite arched an eyebrow. “Rather
eloquent.” He pressed closer and flashed a sinister smile.
“Especially from a Wurmlin yung-er.”

Mälque ground his teeth at the insult but a
quick glance at the Gor King quelled any thoughts of being
defiant.

“Please continue.”

Mälque swallowed the queasy feeling rising
from his gut, and repositioned his feet so his legs wouldn’t cramp.
The last thing he wanted was to collapse before so formidable a
warrior. He swallowed a gulp of air and delivered the rest of his
tale. “As the warrior’s reputation grew, so did his followers.
Outcasts, criminals and madmen served him with steel-like
resolve.”

“That’s partially true,” the Ebonite
interrupted. “As your friend here has surmised,” he gestured at
Olke, “I’m an Ebonite and fought for Ebon in the Dark War, but I’m
anything but a madman or a criminal.” He leaned close. Mälque
caught a whiff of his foul-smelling breath. “Would you not
agree?”

Mälque thought otherwise but was shrewd
enough to keep his mouth shut. Instead, he offered a subtle nod.
His eyes hopped from the Ebonite’s twitching smile to the Gor King.
He sat statuesque, and as far as he could tell from his body
language, seemed unfazed by his story.

But is this good or bad?

Mälque decided to continue the tale in hope
that it would spare their lives. “In honor of their devotion, this
warrior let ‘em taste the spoils of their campaigns. As their
appetite for bounty increased, so did their numbers, and yet, even
his army didn’t know his identity, and fearin’ his wrath, they
dared not ask.”

The Ebonite leaned back on his heels and
nodded to confirm as much.

Mälque felt rivulets of cold sweat roll down
his spine. His mouth became dry; his tongue felt too large for his
mouth. He flicked it about, lizard-like, in an effort to find
enough spittle to finish the tale. Satisfied he had wetted his
mouth, he let the conclusion fly.

“By the end of the fourth summer, the sound
of his army’s thunderin’ hooves sent fear into the remotest
villages, and a name was given the mystic warrior. Unbeknownst to
‘em all, they crowned him with a title already given to another -
the Gor King.”

The Ebonite clapped his hands together. Then
he clapped again, and then again, each time faster than the former,
until he was clapping with wild abandon. And then he stopped, as if
given a silent order, and ruffled Mälque’s greasy hair. “Not bad.
Not a bad rendition at all, even for a yung-er.”

Mälque bit his lower lip to keep his anger
checked.

Olke regained his senses and fired a hot look
at the Ebonite. “So? What’s that gotta do with us?” Olke’s brash
tone had returned but was as useless as his dagger against the Gor
King’s blue sword.

“As the boy’s story claimed, we are seeking
men to join our ranks.”

Olke snorted and wiped his nose with a
sleeved arm. “We’re Wurmlins. We join no army; not even
his.” He pointed his dagger at the Gor King.

Mälque held his breath, expecting the sockets
of the Gor King’s helmet to glow crimson, but they remained as
black as night.

Vonn elbowed Olke. “Shut up,” he
half-whispered. “Maybe you wanna die, but we don’t.”

The Ebonite positioned himself in front of
Olke. “You know as well as I do that there are less and less
villages to plunder. That fiend you call the Gor King,” he
accentuated the word with an index finger into Olke’s chest, “has
butchered most hamlets this side of the Gilden Plains. Others,
sensing war on the wind, have fled to Min Brock.”

“Yeah, so,” Olke spat.

Spittle landed on the Ebonite’s face and his
smile disappeared. Jaw muscles flexed and dark eyes narrowed. But
instead of retaliating, he regained control over his emotions. Like
the sun emerging from a storm cloud, his smile returned.

“War looms.” He wiped the spit off his cheek.
“Gone are the days when Wurmlins can live nomadic lives and plunder
whenever they please. Today, we offer you a choice, and it is far
better than what Min Brock, Claire or even Ebon can offer.”

“An offer,” Olke asked, his interest piqued
at the thought of gaining easy treasures in such harsh times. The
boys were equally intrigued.

“This choice,” the Ebonite continued, “comes
with a price.”

“Name it.”

“You three will have to vow allegiance to the
Gor King.” The Ebonite swept an arm up to his lord. “In return, you
will retain your anonymity as Wurmlins as well as receive your
share of the plunder.”

“And what of Ebon and Claire? What will you
do when war breaks out?”

“Our plan is simple: skirt the battles and
skirmishes until we see who will be champion. At that point, we
will either align ourselves with them or…”

He paused to take in their faces and was
pleased to see them hungry for more than just survival. His smile
arched wide. “We destroy that army - whether it be Claire’s or
Ebon’s - and seize all the lands as rulers and kings.” He pressed
his face closer. “How does that sound? Even a Wurmlin like yourself
would appreciate a noble title with land to govern and people to
tax.”

The Ebonite winked and the reality of the
proposal - at this point nothing more than a risky dream - made
Olke nod. Lips twisted about as he imagined himself a monarch
capable of stealing at will - or taxing, which he defined as legal
thievery - and he snorted with zeal. As his lust for power and
wealth grew, so did his jovial laughs.

“Very well,” Olke boomed. “We’ll join your
army. But remember:

Wurmlins sleep light and are fleet of foot,
so no trickery or tryin’ to slice our throats while we sleep.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He snickered and
made his way toward the Gor King.

“Why don’t he talk,” Mälque shouted.

Vonn elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up! You
wanna get us killed?”

“Well, he ain’t said nothin’. He just sits
there. Maybe he can’t talk.”

Olke backhanded him. “Hush, yung-er! Just
hush.”

The Gor King shuffled in his saddle. Leather
groaned and his warhorse whinnied in anticipation of combat.

Olke and Vonn distanced themselves from
Mälque who rubbed his sore cheek.

The Gor King drove his spurs into his horse’s
flanks. The beast lumbered toward Mälque. The Gor King pulled back
on the reins and the animal stopped short of plowing Mälque into
the ground. The animal’s spirited mannerisms were no more. Now, as
if under a spell, the warhorse became unusually still, as if it
knew the role it would play in the Gor King’s heinous scheme.

Mälque stared at the Gor King, his eyes wide
with fright as chilly sweat soaked his tight clothing.

The Gor King brought his blade forward but
not lighting fast like Mälque had expected. Instead, the movement
was shadow-like. Mälque sucked in staggered breaths and prepared
for the worst.

The Gor King turned the blade sideways and
Mälque felt its steel touch his chin.

Icy cold; colder than I expected.

Sweat beaded on Mälque’s forehead. His eyes
wandered up the blade, past the warhorse’s snout, to rest upon the
black tombs of the gor skull helmet.

Did I see ‘em flare red? Am I gonna die?

The Gor King raised Mälque’s chin with the
tip of his sword and cocked his head this way and that as he sized
him up.

Mälque stared at the Gor King’s thin lips,
willing them to open with speech.

And offer mercy.

They parted, and a voice that crackled like
thunder and echoed dark as if from death’s crypt, answered his
foolish question: “I speak only when necessary.”

The blue blade retracted with the same
sluggish speed and returned to hang once more by the Gor King’s
side. Without another word, the Gor King jerked the reins and
turned back toward the woods.

Mälque, overcome by his ordeal, dropped to
his knees gasping for air and rubbing his chin, although not even a
crease could be found as evidence of the blade’s presence.

Olke gave Mälque a grunt of disapproval and
followed after the Gor King. “Dang yung-er,” he fired over his
shoulder at Mälque.

Vonn stood traumatized, eyes darting from the
Ebonite to the Gor King then down to his brother.

The Ebonite offered Mälque his hand who
studied it with suspicion, still not certain he could trust him.
“Believe it or not, the Gor King has taken a liking to you.”

“Well,” Mälque quipped as their palms clasped
and he was yanked to his feet, “as long as it keeps me alive, I
guess he can take a likin’ to me as much as he wants.”

Mälque watched the Gor King slide into the
shadowed woods, his horse’s gait silent despite leaves and twigs
being turned or snapped. Olke followed close behind like a stray
calf being led back to the herd.

Or a butcher.

“What’s puzzlin’,” Mälque offered Vonn, “is
how come we didn’t hear him approach or catch his scent? Even now,
he doesn’t make a sound.”

The Ebonite answered by pushing them
along.

“And where’s the rest of your army,” Vonn
asked the Ebonite as the shock of their nightmare started to
wane.

“If you three pass your test, you’ll soon
find out.”

The boys flashed bewildered expressions to
one another. Like Olke, they assumed that they were already
accepted into the fold.

Will we have to fight each other?

Mälque searched Vonn’s face for a clue to the
answer or to find strength to face whatever would come their
way.

All he found were eyes that stared bug-eyed
at the Gor King.

And what does someone like the Gor King want
with thieves like us?

The Ebonite started to whistle his dark
marching song, and Mälque felt a numbness creep through him as they
trudged deeper into the woods. Instinct, like a slap across his
face, told him that their lives would never be the same.


Chapter
3


One Step

Crack!

The sound jolted Previn out of a deep sleep.
Perched in his nest, he had the perfect vantage point to guard
Il-Lilliad’s cave.

Four summers, he reflected. And not
once has Ela Claire ventured out.

He used his keen senses and searched the
woods for whoever, or whatever, was prowling below. Sunbeams sliced
the early morning haze, dotting the forest floor with golden light.
Aside from the hoot of a distant owl, nothing stirred, not even the
wind.

The sound came again - the crisp report of
twigs breaking - only now it was closer.

He rustled his feathers; wings flexed, ready
to attack. Black eyes swept the shadows for the telltale signs of
yellow demolith eyes or the purple plumage of vul jens.

Nothing. He sniffed to catch the scent of the
threat, but without even a breeze stirring was unable to detect
anything unusual.

He tossed a quick glance up through the thick
canopy.

Branches - charcoal fingers in stark contrast
to the morning sky - obstructed much of his view, but aside from
thin clouds slicing the salmon-colored heavens, he saw nothing
threatening.

Snap!

Previn directed his gaze toward the sound. It
came from the thicket guarding the passage into Il-Lilliad’s cave.
He unfolded his wings and glided to the ground without a sound.
Cocking his head to the side, he listened for the slightest
movement or even the thumping of the assailant’s heartbeat. A quick
sniff revealed nothing, but once more he assumed this was a result
of the motionless air. He was about to dismiss the footfalls as
being from a wandering doe when he spotted a silhouette crouched
behind a tree.

Human, he noted. Wurmlin?
Ebonite?

His next steps were cautious should a blade
flash or a crossbow bolt zip his way. When he was close enough to
attack, the stranger stepped into the light.

“Ela Claire,” he stammered, stunned that
after four summers of isolation she was out in the open. During his
tenure as her protector he had only gotten glimpses of her, and
these were few and far between. He gazed into her face that was as
pale as snow. Her hair - still cinnamon-hued - was longer,
full-bodied and pulled back and secured with a sash. But it was her
figure, cloaked within her white dress, that made him realize just
how long it had been since he’d seen her last. The soft curves of
her hips and breasts graced her with splendor.

Ela Claire was a woman now.

“You’re finally out of your cave,” he
exclaimed as he fluttered forward. “Let me pull you close with my
wings and…”

She jumped back and hid behind the tree.

Previn stopped. Cocking his head, he savored
her scent while he stared into her wild eyes. Relieved that this
was indeed Ela Claire and not an apparition or trick of the
Cauldron, he also detected something else. Her decision to reclaim
her Clairian name and mission to the Isle of Rhythe still hung in
the balance.

Not wanting to frighten her back into the
cavern, he willed his emotions into submission, although his chest
continued to billow in and out with excitement, and he nestled to
the ground like a hen covering her nest. He was still a good
distance from her, which he hoped she would take as
non-threatening, and took in her image as his years of service
rolled past his memory.
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The summers protecting and serving her had
been like the seasons themselves, each one having a unique
disposition, wonder and darkness. Some days blurred together,
spilling and tumbling into the next like rapids of a thunderous
river. Most, however, moaned and groaned along like a wagon laden
with too much weight; axles bending, mule braying, the driver
listless. And yet, through them all ran a common thread that
stitched time together: she never spoke to him nor let him see
her.

Initially, in his effort to protect her as
best he could, he tried to push into the passageway to reach the
cave where she hid, but he was too large and could not get beyond
the opening. Undeterred by this setback, he resigned himself to the
thickets and his nest to make certain Il-Lilliad’s cave remained
her sanctuary.

The four summers would test his resolve.

No sooner had she disappeared into the cave
than the Cauldron attacked. Demoliths dove to assassinate her by
heat and claw, but Previn anticipated as much and with each attack,
he proved to be too cunning and too ferocious a foe. Although he
was always outnumbered, he met the attacks head on. Singed by their
fiery eyes, his white plumage became mottled with grays and blacks,
evidence of his vow to always protect her no matter the cost.

Vul jen patrols were another matter. Smaller
and capable of quicker maneuverability during aerial combat, Previn
worried one would eventually slip past and enter her cave. Once
inside, he knew it could hide in the shadows and wait for the
perfect opportunity for her dreambreath to come, knowing full well
Previn could not intervene.

When the first vul jen patrol dove for the
canopy below, Previn was about to lose hope when an ally appeared
in the sky beside him. Clear blue and mounted on a steed of similar
appearance, Manno Vox unsheathed his sword to defend Ela
Claire.

His face fluttered like rainbow light on a
wintery horizon and his blade slashed vul jen after vul jen. Previn
picked off those lucky enough to escape Manno Vox’s sword.

None passed. None escaped.

The skeletal remains of their enemy littered
the woods, warnings to future assassins or mercenaries that a
similar fate awaited them as well.

By the end of the second summer, the Cauldron
called off its attacks, which Previn reasoned was because it
assumed Ela Claire had resigned herself to her fate: a useless life
of pain, misery and mistrust of the tales from Claire. Previn, on
the other hand, hoped that with each passing moment her convictions
were growing stronger, ready to leap out and believe once more.

Every morning, he fluttered to the opening of
her cave to deliver grape leaves laded with fish to cook,
wildeberries and nuts to nibble, as well as gourds filled with cool
water. Setting them on the ground, he cawed into the passage,
urging her to venture out and join him for a meal. During the first
and second summer, she ignored him, daring to dart into the light
only to snatch a quick bite or swig down some water. Before he
could see her face, she ran back inside.

The third summer was more of the same
routine: provisions were set at the foot of the passage, he hailed
her name but she waited until he flew off before venturing out.

Despite her aloofness, he did not give up on
her, and when her eating habits changed, he became encouraged.
Instead of merely nibbling or taking a sip, she snatched all of the
food and drink and scurried back into her dark cavern.

A good sign, he concluded, an
optimistic turn of a dark tale.

And on the day she returned the empty gourd
and grape leaf soon after eating, Previn interpreted this to mean
that she wanted seconds. Excited, he darted to the stream to snare
a fish and fill the gourd with the sweetest of waters. In no time,
he was back to deliver his bounty, and for the first time in over
three summers, he got a better look at her, even if she hid in the
shadows.

He called her name.

She retreated further into the dark.

Not wanting to spook her, and fighting his
urge to grab her and pull her out, he bowed his head and flew back
to his nest. From such vantage, he saw her arm protrude to grab the
grape leaf and gourd. So frail, so white was her flesh, and yet
Previn’s heart warmed to catch a glimpse, even if it was comparable
to witnessing a phantom hover over a grave.

Unable to contain his excitement at her
marked improvement, he cocked his head back and let loose the most
glorious song.
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Previn returned his thoughts to the moment
and eyed her, peering from around the tree.

She’s so afraid. Even of me.

Time passed, and when she did not venture
from her hiding place or engage in conversation, his impatience got
the better of him. Rising off the ground, he beat his wings with
such frenzy that a cloud of dust and leaves swirled her way.

Overcome by the windstorm, Ela Claire coughed
and covered her nose and mouth with her arm.

“Forgive me,” Previn stated as he pulled his
wings close to stop the zephyr, “but I’m so excited to see you! I
can only assume that your appearance is a sign that you’ve made a
decision about your future.”

As the dust and debris settled, she lowered
her arm and stepped out into the open. She offered him a dull
smile.

Previn drank it in as he eyed her dark blue
cape and backpack draped over one shoulder.

Are these signs she has chosen to be Ela
Claire and continue her mission to the Isle of Rhythe?

His excitement grew and he yearned to press
her for an answer but sensed she would race back into her cave.
With great restraint, he nestled to the ground and waited.

She took in the surrounding woods. Springtime
- like the breath from a lover - hung in the air; buds sat poised
to bloom, awaiting the brush from a warm breeze. Despite the advent
of a new season, she shivered, as if in the midst of a frigid
winter.

“Yes, Previn, I’ve made a decision, but I
must warn you that I’m not the same girl I was four summers ago.
The cave has changed me.”

“That I can see. Gone is the Hetherlinn girl
of fourteen summers. Before me now is a beautiful young woman.”

She dared a look at him before withdrawing
her gaze. “My story may not be what you’re expecting to hear,
either.”

Previn steeled himself for the worst.
“Nonetheless, I would be honored to hear it.”

She stared off into the deepest part of the
coppice as if looking back into time. “The first summer…”

She let her voice trail as she remembered the
season when pain was the deepest cut: raw and vulnerable. Drawing
in her courage, as well as a big gulp of air, she recounted her
story.

“Il-Lilliad’s cave became my cocoon,
isolating me from witnessing sunrises and sunsets, beholding the
first frost or budding flower. Time blurred. Days folded into
nights while my pain sat ever-present, crushing my hope, my
passion…my will to live.

“I heard your voice, pleading for me to join
you on a walk in the woods, trying to lure me beyond my despair
with the wonders you’d discovered: a nest of chirping birds or a
thicket concealing a fawn. As you know, I didn’t answer; I couldn’t
answer. You must have wondered why I didn’t cry or scream or moan
from the pain of all I’d lost: Romlin, my oak, the abandonment from
the Only… But in order to weep, I’d have to accept my pain, feel it
- and to such a dictator I dared not bow. So I chose to live in my
timeless cave, embracing the darkness of life with gloomy
numbness.”

She stole a glance at Previn to catch his
reaction. He sat still, yet attentive, eyes held open, as if
blinking would break the spell of her tale. Within his gaze she
felt his strength, his passion for her that brimmed with mercy and
hope. Unable to take anymore, she pulled away.

“Is there no end to your devotion,” she
asked, her voice quivering.

“No,” he replied. “Never.”

“But I took my anger, my hurt out on you, and
yet you were so good to me. Why?”

“Why,” he repeated, allowing himself to
blink, shocked she would ask such a thing. “Because I gave you my
word. Because…I care for you, deeply.”

“You had every right to give up on me and
return to Claire for another storyteller.”

Previn stood up and fluttered his wings.
“You are my storyteller!”

She spun around to face him. “I would have
understood.”

“Not I!”

She reached for him, but upon second thought,
let her arm fall and turned on her heel.

“After all I’ve done to you, do you still
want to hear my story?”

“Yes!” He restrained from beating his wings
with excitement and cawing with joy. “Hearing your tale was the
hope that kept me going all these summers.”

He nestled back to the ground and waited.

She stepped to a sapling and fingered a
branch.

“If I had any hope that first summer, it was
as vulnerable as this little tree. Sometimes I dared to dream of
better days, but most of the time I imagined crushing it with the
heel of my boot. You must have sensed as much. It would explain
your faithfulness to me through such dark times.”

“Yes,” he answered, wishing she’d turn so he
could take in her face. “But I was powerless to assist.”

“That must have frustrated you.”

Previn didn’t answer. They both knew it was
the truth.

She knelt to the forest floor, picked up a
twig and began flicking leaves this way and that. “The King of
Claire whispered my name daily, but my anger at him drowned out his
calls. After all, he chose not to rescue Romlin or defend
Hetherlinn. Silence became my hedgerow of protection. And yet, his
whisper didn’t abandon me. Even when my rage boiled like molten
steel, he whispered, his tone as gentle as the day I first heard
him…back when I yanked that invitation from my door.”

She jabbed the twig deep into the dirt as if
looking for nuts or roots - or to destroy that fateful day, once
and for all. Her efforts lessened and she returned to scattering
leaves about.

“On many an occasion, I smelled the warm sea
breeze of Claire. Despite my dour mood, it filled my cave with a
spring-like newness. One day, I discerned something hidden within.
A familiar melody pulsed in the wind, fluttering just far enough
away that I had to strain my ears to hear it.

“Sensing my interest, the melody became
louder and I recognized the tune. It was my waltz! It showered me
with passionate music, but I covered my ears and turned my back to
the breeze. I wasn’t ready for such reunion.”

She threw the twig into the woods and stood
back up. Crossing her arms over her chest, she continued her story,
all the while keeping her back to Previn.

“Thus I lived: void of feelings, void of life
and void of purpose. It wasn’t until the end of the first summer
that anything changed, and even then it was subtle. At first I
didn’t notice it. But when my sight became blurred, and I wiped my
eyes, I discovered on my fingertips the evidence of a stirring
within.”

She took in Previn’s face. “My first
tear.”

Previn blinked as he fathomed the depth of
her suffering. It was deep. Very deep.

She bit her lower lip and looked away.
Walking to a nearby tree, she leaned against the trunk and stared
at her feet as if they held the answer to the riddle of her pain.
With a heavy sigh, she said, “And then there was my second
summer.”

She raised her eyes to Previn’s and began to
unpack the memories.

“My first tear was like a key. It unlocked the
feelings I’d imprisoned and they exploded like thunder over the
Gilden Plains. Tears fell like a monsoon. I cried so much that I
wondered if I would spend the rest of my life lamenting. The
whisper and waltz continued to reverberate about the cave, but I
wasn’t willing to entertain them. Instead, I poured out my
story:

‘Oh, harbored pain, your dark waves crash
my shore.

Hope is but ash, death prowls my moor.

Anguish so bitter, its budding fruit
abounds,

Dreams lie in dust; they make not a
sound.’”

She paused to check Previn’s reaction. Would
he shake his head in disgust at her abandonment of Claire? Would he
charge forward to try and convince her that her pain-filled journey
was part of a wonderful plan to make her a stronger storyteller?
Instead of either reaction, Previn met her gaze with compassionate
eyes. She spun away from the tree and paced.

“Soon, story upon story flew from my mouth.
Some were tales of pain while others were brash and bitter. And
yet, the waltz and whisper remained nearby, unaffected by my
ranting. On and on I raged, sometimes pacing like a caged animal or
pounding my fist against the cold stone as if to cut a passage into
a new world.”

She stopped, shook her head and ground her
teeth; the memories still throbbed with pain.

“I don’t recall the exact day,” she delivered
over her shoulder, “but I eventually allowed the whisper and waltz
to come closer. I still didn’t trust. After all, wasn’t it their
leading that brought me heartache?”

Once more, she checked on Previn, relieved he
nodded in agreement.

“You continued bringing me food and water and
my appetite improved, which I’m sure brought you great joy. Do you
remember?”

“As if it were today. I could see you hiding
in the shadows. It was the first time you’d allowed me to get close
to you in…in well over two summers.”

A faint smile crossed her face. “I know. I
saw you as well. Even from a distance, I could see the concern in
your eyes. I sensed you longed to whisk me back to Claire.”

“Yes, but such force wouldn’t have healed
your spirit.” Passion swirled within his blinking eyes. “Instead, I
vowed to protect you all the more, even if that meant you’d never
speak to me again.”

“I never meant to hurt you.”

“I know,” he offered. “That I most certainly
know.”

She swallowed down her emotions and
continued.

“I pretended to converse with the Only, my
mother, or father, or…Romlin. I could go for days without thinking
about him until a sudden crackle from the fire brought him to life.
I could see him in my cave, leaning against the hearth, and then
I’d catch his scent, hear his laugh…”

She stared off into the distance, her eyes
glossed over with memories. Fingers combed her hair. “Such visions
pierced me like an arrow. I crumbled to the floor and wailed.”

“You cried for days. I longed to help.”

“But you couldn’t. I wasn’t ready for your
service.”

“Nevertheless, I’d much rather forget those
days than remember.”

She nodded and sighed. “Me too. But the
reason I’m sharing it again is to tell you this: During such
mourning, I shouted to Claire the one word that haunted me; that
plagued me. Do you know what it was?”

“Yes.” Previn stared into her dark eyes.
“Why?”

She closed her eyes and confirmed with a
gentle nod. “But there was no answer.”

With a deep sigh, the next chapter of her
story rose like a tulip petal caught in an updraft. She returned to
the sapling and stroked the buds on a low branch. Glints of white
and green were proof that spring was close.

“Then came the third summer…”

Her finger trailed off the branch.

“Like a turbulent storm moving out to sea, my
tears subsided. This didn’t happen overnight, nor were my tragedies
forgotten nightmares. The pain and the memories lingered, rising
like ghosts when I least expected them. To this day they prowl.

“And yet, despite the uncertainty of my
tomorrows, despite the calamity of my life, I began to remember
Claire. I reminisced about my journey with Romlin and longed for
the sweet respites in Marsien Vur’s gardens.”

She fingered another bud as if her caress
would make it bloom that much sooner. “I wanted to sit and gaze at
the vistas; they were so grand, invigorating…peaceful. It was in
this state of mind that the whisper spoke a fresh word to me.”

She spun around to take in Previn. “Care to
venture a guess?”

“Delight.”

She gasped, stunned at how quick and accurate
his answer was.

Previn ventured closer. “Did you reply?”

She focused on the budding branch clutched in
her hand. “Yes, but not as you would have wished.”

“What do you mean?”

She released the branch and it snapped back
and forth.

“I turned the word over in my mind, studying
it from every conceivable angle. ‘Delight,’ I challenged. ‘Delight
in what? My misery? Claire?’ I was confused and angry.”

“Yes, but…”

“In reply, the whisper said: You, Ela Claire,
are my delight.”

She paced with arms flailing to accent her
words. “I shouted: ‘I’m not ready to be Ela Claire nor may ever be.
Although you delight in me, I don’t feel the same way.’”

Her animated motions subsided and she
sauntered over to a massive log. She sat and leaned back to study
Previn’s face. “You don’t look surprised at my confession of
unbelief.”

“No, I’m not. Don’t think I didn’t wrestle
with similar issues.”

She studied him for a long time, realizing
that she was not the only one who had experienced pains and doubts.
She let the silence grow between them, but instead of it separating
them more, it became a bridge into both their stories, one in which
they both could offer respect, empathy and compassion.

She twisted her mouth about and reflected
back to that summer. “I expected the whisper from Claire to abandon
me to my own misery. Much like my father did after Min Brock. But
the whisper stayed and never spoke in a harsh manner. Looking back
on it now, I can honestly say he delivered…delight.”

She stood, brushed off her hands and
approached Previn.

“Honesty and passion exploded from me. My
words, like blisters, were filled with anger, doubt and fear. The
whisper listened and never voiced displeasure or irritation, and
although the answer to why such tragedies occurred hovered
unanswered, I sensed that justice, perhaps even a greater purpose,
would grow out of such ash.”

She stopped in front of him and resisted the
urge to stroke his plumage.

“As I poured out my deepest despair, a
mysterious stirring awakened where the pain had been. Like a tulip
pushing up through the deepest snows to start life anew, I hungered
more and more for Claire.

“Then came the day that marked the biggest
change. I found myself standing before Il-Lilliad’s books.” Her
eyes narrowed. “Oh, how they haunted me during the first two
summers in the cave. I blamed them for the pain I’d suffered. I
even thought about burning them in the fireplace.”

She let her emotions settle before
continuing. “And yet here I was in the third summer, standing close
to them. Would they still be as invigorating as I remembered, or
was my heart too crushed to experience new wonders? I took a step
closer. I touched a binding. Not sure what to expect, I let my
finger lay there for the longest time. With what courage I had, I
grabbed it and headed for the fireplace, holding it away from me as
if carrying something dangerous or loathsome.”

Previn cocked his head to the side. “Did you
burn it?”

She grinned and shook her head. “I sat on the
hearth and let the book rest unopened on my lap. Orange and yellow
firelight gave it a mysterious, perhaps even dangerous appearance.
I read its title: ‘Deepest of Tales.’

“I read it many summers ago, shortly before
Romlin’s death, but now it appeared different. Was it hailing me
like a friend, calling out to one that had been absent far too
long? Or would it be like Mithe and others in Hetherlinn, heaping
abuse and chastisement on me?
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