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​ Prologue

 


The winter moon glowed ominously.
Unusually large and ghostly blue, its sapphire beams dotted the
landscape while long shadows crisscrossed the nations.

Despite midnight’s stillness, despite the
frigid night, something wonderful - perhaps even magical -
stirred.

A breeze.

Leafless trees swayed to its touch, awakening
from a dream, and yet, the breeze did not bring a snowstorm or even
clouds for that matter.

It simply carried the subtle scent of a
flower.

A tulip.

The great oak took note of the phenomenon
from atop its knoll, straining with all its might to turn into the
wind. Unlike the other trees that encountered the warm breeze, the
oak’s sweeping branches danced in the moonlight, for it had been
waiting patiently for this moment for many summers.

The breeze became a zephyr and the oak bowed
to its might, all the while searching the midnight sky for his
anticipated return.

High above in the northern hemisphere, a
thread of silver coursed the blackness, and the oak knew this was
not a comet or even a falling star. It watched the argent light fly
southward before falling from the sky, knowing it had disappeared
for a reason. It was on a mission of secrecy, and none of the
nations, especially Ebon, could know of its arrival.

Nevertheless, the oak knew the course it
would take, and imagined it zipping over the Gilden Sea whose
cresting waves were but a blur of sapphire. Next, the tree pictured
the silver beam zooming inland and racing across the vast Gilden
Plains.

Nearing the border of Allsbruth, the nation
the oak called home, it descended to the treetops. Swooping around
mountains, darting over the River Arrgient, and twisting along
winding roads, the silvery beam flew for the rendezvous with the
oak. Approaching the hamlet of Hetherlinn, it slowed to a stop and
hovered above the knoll.

The oak stretched its long limbs toward the
mighty warrior and his mount, and it swayed in the wind, cheering
their arrival. Both warrior and steed glowed as if a full moon
resided within, while streams of blue light fell like shooting
stars from his flowing cape, and a long sword was strapped to his
side. The warrior’s face was his most captivating feature, ablaze
with color like fire in a wintry sky.

The warrior, in turn, gave the regal tree a
formal bow, acknowledging that their reunion had been long overdue.
He admired the tree’s far-reaching branches and towering height,
recalling a distant time - as if in a dream - when the children of
Allsbruth climbed it in hope of hearing a whisper.

Defeat in the Dark War with Ebon and the
Cauldron changed all of that. Now, villagers of Hetherlinn avoided
the oak and even banned their children from it as well.

After all, swirling within the whispers were
stories from the nation of Claire. Even though such tales could
lead to freedom, the price was more than they were willing to pay.
So they accepted the restraints of the Cauldron’s Oracles, bowed
beneath Ebon’s military rule, and vowed to never listen to the
whisper again.

The enigmatic warrior turned his gaze toward
the sleeping village of Hetherlinn. Their tiny cottages sat in the
shape of a crescent moon around the town’s communal fire that, at
this time of night, was just a faint glow. Despite the hamlet’s
small size, it was the epicenter of defeat in the Dark War.
Sleeping inside cottages Number 17 and 7 were the men whose actions
at the battle of Min Brock continued to shadow the nations with
despair. The warrior let his gaze wander from their homes, for he
was not sent to question their allegiance or even punish their
failures.

His was an altogether different mission.

Retrieving his crossbow from his back, he
notched one of his bolts. Wrapping a white parchment around the
clear crystal shaft, he secured the message with a thin strip of
leather. Raising the weapon to his shoulder, he aimed and sent the
bolt zipping through the air. Seeing that it struck its mark, he
repeated the process again and again. Satisfied that he had
accomplished his task, he darted through Hetherlinn, blue-silver
beams disappearing into the deepest of shade.

 



​ Chapter 1

 


The Moon King

 


Thud.

Elabea was startled awake.

“Who’s there?” she gasped as she pulled her
covers close.

Although only fourteen summers of age, Elabea
had seen her share of Ebonite night raids. Even so, she would never
get used to warriors barging in while her family slept. Herded
gruffly out into the night, they would be led to the communal fire
with the other villagers. While Ebonite commanders took roll call,
the warriors harassed them: spittle and curses flew; blades
threatened children and women; kicks and punches landed on the men.
Elabea quickly learned that the census was merely an excuse for
Ebon to flex its military muscle.

She scanned her attic bedroom’s shadows for
any sign of a warrior.

Nothing.

If not a raid, she wondered with a
sigh of relief, perhaps it was my father downstairs.

Quinn often drank wildeberry wine well into
the night, and in his inebriated state, sometimes hurled objects
across the room followed by a string of curses.

Thud.

This time, Elabea recognized the sound as
coming from outside. Gathering her courage, she peeked through a
crack in her shuttered window.

Lances of silver-blue moonbeams crisscrossed
Hetherlinn while the trees strained against the windstorm and
hindered her vision. Suddenly, the trees parted, as if sensing her
need for an unencumbered view.

Floating above the communal fire was a
warrior and his mount that glowed like the moon. He turned and
looked at her cottage, Number 17. Elabea gasped and jerked back
into the safety of the shadows.

Did he see me?

Fearing the worst, she pulled her quilt close
and sat perfectly still, hoping the ghost-warrior would soon be on
his way. She tried not to worry, but worry she did.

He’s definitely not an Ebonite. So where’s
he from?

She fretted, straining to hear any more
sounds, wondering most of all.

Why is he here?

She jumped to the only logical conclusion her
mind could comprehend, and that conclusion made her eyes bulge with
fear.

He must be a monster from the Cauldron.

Flashbacks from her countless trips to the
oak with her friend, Galadin, began to fill her with panic. The
Oracles, she worried as she bit her lip. He’s come to punish
us for climbing the oak.

As quickly as that notion lit her anxiety on
fire, another took its place, and cooled her like water. We’ve
played in the oak since we were five summers of age. Surely we
would have been caught before now.

She relaxed her grip on the quilt, but
remained fearful of the creature looming beyond her cottage. She
tried to push his image out of her thoughts, but her will was not
up to the task. The harder she strained, the more engraved his face
became.

And what a face. Like dancing fire in a
wintry sky.

Her curiosity, a trait that got her into
trouble more often than not, joined her inner fray, and soon, her
fears were overruled by a desire to take another peek.

She pushed away her blankets and found
herself once more at the crack, staring out into the moonlight. The
hovering warrior had not moved, but instead of fear the sight of
him sent peace coursing through her veins.

His steed rose and boxed the air with his
front appendages. Then, in a silvery flash, they were gone;
disappeared into the deeper shades of the night. It was as if they
had never existed at all.

Elabea stared, mesmerized by their
flight.

She laid back down, but she knew that sleep
was out of the question - not because she feared his return, but
because her imagination simply could not leave him be. Throughout
the night, she pondered every possibility as to his identity.

Being restricted to her village by the
Oracles, she was limited to information from beyond its borders. He
was not from any of the surrounding nations, she reasoned. She had
already ruled out the possibility that he was Ebon, nor was he a
creation of the Cauldron. She tested another theory, one that went
against the teaching of the Oracles.

Could he be from Claire?

The idea stirred her fantasies to the wind.
High within her imagination they swirled, like snow on a
zephyr.

Exhaustion finally took its toll, but before
she drifted off to sleep, she felt the need to bestow him with a
title.

The Moon King, she murmured. He’s
the Moon King.
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Morning came too soon, and Elabea stumbled
out of bed. She tiptoed quickly across the cold planks and threw on
her brown tunic. Woven from a thick cloth, it resembled a floppy
bag more than a dress. It was the required outfit of Hetherlinn, as
ordered by the Oracles, creating uniformity and squelching
individualism. She often wondered if the other nations had to dress
the same.

She pulled her wavy cinnamon-colored hair out
from beneath her tunic and it fell past her shoulders. Her eyes
were morsels of dark chocolate reflecting a fiery heart, and her
smile - when she thought to smile - was inviting. A few freckles,
sprinkled like nutmeg, adorned her creamy cheeks. Elabea was an
attractive girl on the cusp of womanhood, but she did not consider
herself pretty. Aside from an occasional compliment dropped by her
mother, all she heard were insults. The residents of her tiny
community seemed to hold a personal grudge against her, and many in
Hetherlinn, especially the ancient widow, Mithe, castigated her on
a daily basis. With nothing else to counter the poison, she
accepted their demeaning comments as the truth.

Elabea slipped on warm wool stockings and
boots, then strapped a thick leather belt around her waist. The
belt, snug about her, accentuated her developing figure, and gave
her the sensation of wearing something slightly more attractive
than a sack.

She stepped to the square opening in her
floor. The warmth from the kitchen fire below embraced her while
the aroma of breakfast porridge made her stomach rumble. She
descended the rickety ladder, the rungs creaking beneath her
weight.

“Mother,” she asked as she dragged herself to
the table near the fire. “Did you see anything... odd... last
night?”

“No,” Areall answered. Her tone was as dull
and flavorless as the porridge she scooped from the large black pot
that hung over the fire. Like everything else in their cottage, the
fireplace was simple and primitive, by order of the Oracles. Rough
in places, with some cracks here and there, it was anything but
elegant. Black soot covered the stones, rising up to the thatched
roof.

“Last night, I saw something…or
someone…riding out of Hetherlinn.”

“Probably just an Ebonite warrior on a night
patrol,” Areall sighed as she plopped the bowl of gruel down in
front of Elabea.

“I know what they look like, and he
was definitely not one of them.” Elabea snatched up a wooden spoon.
“He was larger than any man I’ve ever seen, and he glowed blue like
the moon.” She dug into the creamy broth.

“You must have been dreaming.” Areall’s voice
was overly tired for so early in the morning.

“I’m not a child,” Elabea snapped
back. “I’ve seen fourteen summers and in another four, I’ll be
permitted to marry…” In a more sullen tone she continued, “If
anyone will have me.”

“Perhaps the moon was playing tricks on you,”
Areall yawned, not the least bit interested in the conversation.
She knew Elabea’s curiosity could be relentless, like a wolf in
winter, desperate for a meal, and she was in no mood for it.

“At first, I was frightened, but soon…”
Elabea’s thoughts drifted to the events of the previous night. She
let the conversation fade for a moment, then with the spontaneity
of youth she exclaimed, “Whatever he was, he was magnificent.”

Elabea twirled her spoon as her imagination
began to work. “Is there a Moon King,” she asked.

“Moon King?” Areall chortled. “There hasn’t
been a king other than Brairtok anywhere since the Dark War
and…” Her rosy cheeks faded to white as if death had touched her
flesh. In a serious tone, she abruptly added, “Let’s talk of
different matters.”

“Could he have been something of old,
something from the Dark War?”

Elabea’s spoon stopped twirling as she
pondered the next question, one she was certain would get her into
trouble for asking.

“Mother, could he be from Claire?”

Areall’s eyes widened. “Never mention
that nation again. You know the Cauldron’s Oracles ban discussions
of things that might be... or might have been.”

“I know,” Elabea persisted, her spoon
spinning in her fingers. “But do you really think the Cauldron can
hear inside our cottage?”

“Yes.”

“Then why hasn’t it seen me at the oak, or
heard

Galadin and me talking about Claire... ”

Areall clasped her hand over Elabea’s mouth.
“Hush, child.”

Elabea looked into her mother’s buggy eyes.
She had seen that look before; more times than she could count. It
came with every question she asked about the Cauldron, Ebon, the
Dark War and the forgotten land known as Claire. It was the look of
fear.

“The vapors from the Cauldron of Ebon
travel far and hear much,” Areall whispered. “You must
respect the Oracles, my daughter.”

Areall did not remove her hand until she was
convinced Elabea would humble her tongue. Finally, she dropped her
hand and returned to her chores, as though nothing out of the
ordinary had happened.

Elabea stared at her mother. “Aren’t you the
least bit curious?”

“No,” she replied.

“Well, I am,” Elabea snipped, her curiosity
piqued. “Nothing happens in Hetherlinn, or in all of Allsbruth for
that matter.”

Areall spun around. Her eyes narrowed.
“Nothing is good, Elabea. Nothing means no more war.
Nothing is a blessing to life.”

Elabea thumped her spoon against the table
with a petulant pout. “If this is life, then life stinks.”

Areall sighed and decided upon a different
tactic. Pulling up a chair, she sat across from Elabea, hoping a
calm discussion would end this battle of wills.

“Do you remember the stories of your youth,”
Areall gently asked.

“Yes,” Elabea moaned, still beating out a
rhythmic cadence with her spoon.

“Then you remember that the Dark War ended
the tyranny of the King of Claire. Since that day, the Ebonites and
the Cauldron have guarded and guided us. The Cauldron’s drone is a
gracious reminder of all we’ve been blessed with.”

Elabea stopped the thump, thump, thump of her
spoon and listened. She had become so accustomed to the drone’s
perpetual presence that she no longer actually heard it, but she
knew it was always there, just like the air that she breathed, as
constant as day and night, winter and spring. Its tone conjured
images in her mind of the wind howling through the hollow of a dead
tree, low in pitch, monotonous. Ominous.

“That’s why,” Areall continued, “we must try
our best to obey the Oracles of the Cauldron.”

“And what of their night raids?” Elabea
huffed. “What have we done to deserve those?”

“It’s for our own protection. They simply
need to tally us to make sure no one has... ”

“Listen to you,” Elabea interrupted. “Can’t
you see that we’re prisoners in our own village?”

“Oh, Elabea,” her mother sighed. “I wish you
could see life through my eyes.”

“And I wish you could see through mine.”

Silence.

“I suppose,” Areall conceded, “we’ve lost
some liberties; but those are but inconveniences compared to the
peace and prosperity we now have.”

“Peace and prosperity?” Elabea shot back.
“The Oracles decree we can only travel five arrow shots from
our village. The Oracles determine what we can and can’t
talk about. The Oracles forbid you to teach us how to read.
The Oracles demand... ”

“Enough,” Areall interrupted, her voice
almost a whisper. “Such curiosity leads to a rebellious heart, and
a rebellious heart leads too... ”

Elabea rolled her eyes and began banging her
spoon against the bowl again. Areall gently laid her hand on top of
her daughter’s to stop the incessant drumming, then, with a
patronizing smile, returned to her chores.

The conversation was over.

After a moment of silence, Areall asked,
“Would you like to continue learning how to knit?”

Elabea let out a dramatic sigh. “You
know I hate to knit. And why aren’t you willing to discuss
this? Why do you pretend all is well? Do you really enjoy the night
raids... and wearing this?”

Elabea yanked at her tunic.

Areall smiled, but it hung broken and crooked
on her attractive face, beaten down by war and the oppressiveness
of the Oracles.

Quinn, Elabea’s father, picked that moment to
stumble out of his bedroom. Bumping his forehead against the low
threshold, he mumbled something that sounded like a curse, rubbed
his sore head and staggered toward the fireplace. There, he fell
into a wooden chair to begin another day, sitting and staring into
the glowing embers that held no answers to his misery. Like all the
days before, Quinn would slip further into despair, an occasional
grunt about Min Brock the only thing that shattered his
silence.

“Father,” Elabea announced, “I’m going to the
meadow.”

Like the other children of Hetherlinn, Elabea
was banned by her parents from visiting the meadow and climbing the
ancient oak that grew in its midst. Despite their commands, threats
and subsequent punishments, Elabea continued to visit what she
called, her meadow. Overcome with their own personal pains,
Quinn and Areall resigned themselves to defeat, and Quinn waved a
rubbery arm while Areall huffed disapprovingly.

Elabea threw open the door and the cold
breeze took her breath away. She pulled her shawl closer. A
rustling sound near her ear made her turn to inspect. There,
embedded in the doorpost’s rough planking was an arrow. And not
just an arrow. The shaft was clear, glistening like dew,
while the fletchings were unique colors: the cock feather was
yellow while the hen feathers were orange.

Wrapped about the arrow’s shaft and secured
with a leather strip was a parchment that twitched with the
breeze.

The thud I heard last night must have come
from this arrow.

This isn’t an Ebonite arrow, she
noted. Their shafts are wooden and the feathers black and white.
More proof that the Moon King isn’t from Ebon.

Before her thoughts could fade, his mystical
face flashed in her imagination. I didn’t see him shoot this,
but who else could have done so?

The rustling paper stirred her curiosity.

If I take it, I risk violating the
Oracles, but this wouldn’t be the first time. Elabea glanced
furtively back at her parents. Besides, I’ve been going to the
oak for most of my life. Nothing has ever happened, even when
Galadin and I dared to ask to hear a whisper.

Stepping outside, Elabea closed the door
behind her, then stretched her fingers toward the shimmering shaft.
Flesh touched parchment and tingles raced up her arm. Startled, she
jerked her hand away.

The Cauldron’s never known about us at the
oak. How will it know now? What harm could come?

She stretched out her hand again, and this
time yanked the arrow free.

Nothing happened.

She untied the leather and unrolled the
parchment. Even as a simple girl from Allsbruth, she knew that the
paper’s thickness and weight were proof it was an expensive
quality. Exquisite black etchings were on one side, except for six
characters that were gold.

I wish I could read. she bemoaned.

Drawn to the golden letters, she ran her
finger across the marks. Suddenly, a whisper pierced the winds.

“Elabea.”

She shuddered and withdrew her finger.

“Galadin?” she demanded, looking this way and
that for her best friend, who was noted for playing practical
jokes. Only the wind answered.

Armed with the proof she previously lacked,
Elabea went back inside.

“I told you I saw something last night,”
Elabea crowed, holding both the parchment and arrow high.

Areall’s eyes widened as if seeing a
poisonous snake about to strike. She sprang toward her daughter and
snatched the offending items from Elabea’s hands.

“What have you done?” Areall scolded as she
raced to the door. “What have you done.”

She heaved the arrow outside and slammed the
door shut. “Your curiosity will bring death to us.” She darted to
the fireplace.

Startled by her mother’s erratic behavior,
Elabea stammered, “What are you doing?”

“This is a curse,” Areall shouted, crumpling
the parchment into a ball. “It violates the teachings of the
Oracles.” She tossed it into the flames. “I must destroy it
before…”

She let her sentence fade, as if satisfied
that the fire would quell any uprising their daughter had
instigated, then returned to her chores as if nothing had
happened.

Quinn lifted his throbbing head and glared at
the women. “Why must you two be so loud?” he thundered.

Elabea remembered a time many summers ago
when his eyes sparkled with life, but that was before he went off
to fight in the Dark War. Now they were opaque and lifeless.
Quinn’s eyes drifted to the parchment in the fire. Even in his
hungover state he recognized it.

His eyes became icy. “Where did you get
that?”

Backing away, Elabea answered truthfully, “It
was attached to an arrow that was stuck in our door. Why? What is
it?”

“It is from the land of lies,” he
slurred.

“Claire,” Elabea whispered. She
realized that despite the flames, the parchment was not
burning.

“Don’t say the word,” Areall yelled, her
placid expression replaced by churning rapids. Turning her fury on
Quinn, she shouted, “Your night of drink is making you talk too
much.”

“I’ll talk when and how I like,” he
yelled back.

While they argued, Elabea saw her chance.
Darting to the fireplace, she grabbed a small stick on the hearth
and plunged it into the coals.

“Stop,” Quinn roared as he struggled to rise
from his chair. “Leave it.” Becoming dizzy, he slumped back
down.

“Amazing,” Elabea muttered as she dragged the
parchment onto the cool hearth. “It’s not burnt and is even free of
soot. It’s so…beautiful.”

“Beautiful?” Areall snorted. She crept toward
the parchment as if an evil spirit possessed it. “Its beauty is its
deception,” she whispered. “Burn it, child. Destroy it or
you will curse us. The Cauldron will know and see. They will
come.”

Elabea calmly lifted the parchment from the
hearth. “They’ve never come before. Besides, how can something so
beautiful be evil?”

Without another word, Elabea raced out the
door.

 



​ Chapter 2

 


Forged Friendship

 


Elabea darted away from her home,
longing to escape her parents and more importantly, the shackles of
the Oracles. She did not consider herself a rebel, or one brave
enough to defy Ebon’s might. She simply hungered for two qualities
her home and village could not provide: love and acceptance.

She glanced at the parchment clutched in her
hand. The tingling sensation was gone, but the thought that it had
been delivered from Claire sent goose bumps racing over her back.
She had been taught that Claire was destroyed in the Dark War, and
that it was a land of death and deception. The parchment and the
Moon King were proof otherwise.

As she ran, she took in the cottages of
Hetherlinn. Constructed from planed boards, they were stained white
while the windows, of which there were only two, were sealed with
dark green shutters. Thatched roofs sloped off the quaint two story
dwellings and nearly touched the ground. Their most notable feature
was the numbers above the unpainted doors. Black stain, sloppily
brushed by Ebonite warriors, numbered each cottage.

Another requirement from the Oracles
so Ebon can tally us like cows.

Hers was Number 17 and sat at a distance from
the other cottages. She liked being far away from the others,
especially when her father had had too much wildeberry wine.

Another glance. Another painted number.

14.

She recalled seeing a young boy, Phinnton,
peering at her from his bedroom window. She would wave, but he was
too shy, and would dart back into the shades.

At night, the sweet refrains sung by
Phinnton’s mother floated like a dream into her bedroom. She would
open her shutters and rest on her window frame, soaking up the
musical serenade. Every now and then, when the wind was blowing her
way, she would catch some of the lyrics.

The Singing Stones of Addoli, she
reflected. How I wish I knew what that meant…

Several summers past and the singing simply
stopped. Elabea assumed the boy was older and grew tired of bedtime
lullabies. A rumor spread that Phinnton’s mother had been whisked
away one night by the Ebonites for violating an Oracle. From that
day forth, Phinnton and his father became hermits.

The sight of crystal arrows stuck in the door
of each house in the village jolted Elabea from her reverie. The
parchments, attached to each shaft, rustled in the wind like dried
corn stalks. Curious, she slowed her pace.

I’m the only one who’s removed the arrow and
untied the parchment.

She suppressed her fears until, nearing the
communal fire, she heard her neighbors whispering and saw them
pointing at the arrows. Anxiety and fear sparked within Elabea’s
thoughts.

Mithe, the old widow, spied Elabea and the
parchment she clutched in her hand.

“Look,” she hissed to the assembled families.
“Here comes Quinn’s only child. Behold what the homely girl is
holding.”

The whispers stopped. Eyes stared at her
parchment. Children hid behind their parents. Elabea froze in her
tracks.

Mithe wobbled toward her, leaning heavily
upon her thick, twisted cane. Wrapped about her head and shoulders
was a dark tattered blanket; a few long, gray hairs protruded
out.

Peering from the shadows was a round face
whose flesh no longer fit the bone. Seventy summers had covered it
with large, thick wrinkles, some of which cascaded off her high
cheekbones like floppy saddlebags. A furrowed brow, wrinkled by
bitterness, concealed her pain-filled eyes. The one feature that
made Elabea cringe was her voice - steam hissing out of a pot that
had been on the coals too long.

Mithe raised a long, bony, accusing finger at
Elabea.

“Destroy that invitation before it destroys
us.”

“So it’s an invitation,” Elabea cooed,
delighted to finally know the note’s contents.

Mithe’s eyes narrowed, angry with herself for
inadvertently revealing the parchment’s nature. Regaining her
composure, she continued her tirade.

“Do you wish to curse us? I command you to
destroy it.”

“Why is everyone so afraid of it? What’s it
an invitation to?”

Silence.

Elabea searched their faces. “It’s from
Claire, isn’t it?”

The crowd pressed toward her.

“Silence,” one man shouted. “The Oracles
forbid you to speak the name.”

“Death will come. We’ll be cursed,” yet
another threatened.

“Take your parchment and leave us.
Now,” a woman boomed.

“I don’t believe the Cauldron can hear,”
Elabea countered. A corporate gasp erupted from the crowd.
Undeterred, Elabea continued. “What if the Ebonites tell us such
tales in order to control us with our own fears?”

“Stupid waif,” Mithe hissed. “You know
nothing of such things.”

“You’re right,” Elabea replied in defense,
“I’m ignorant because no one has taught me such things. You refuse
to teach us how to read. How can I know if I cannot read for
myself?”

The crowd stepped closer, but all eyes were
on the parchment, as if it held unspeakable powers.

Or unspeakable evil.

“Can’t you see?” Elabea said, her voice full
of emotion. “If we cannot read, how can we discern true stories
from false? You’ve taught us that Claire was destroyed in the war.
But doesn’t this parchment tell otherwise?”

Mithe stepped between Elabea and the mob.

“Then allow me to tell you a short story,”
Mithe countered, her saggy cheeks wobbling back and forth. “Long
ago, during the Dark War, we received parchments just like the one
you’re holding. My husband and two sons journeyed to Claire to
answer the invitation, as did your father. They were made warriors
and began to fight along side the King of Claire.

“In the great battle at Min Brock, the men of
Allsbruth were trapped and outnumbered. The Ebonites destroyed them
with no mercy, butchering them upon the Gilden Plains. My husband.
My sons. Killed. And for what? For a parchment from the…” She
stopped before her tongue spoke the forbidden name. “He, the one
who sent the parchments, did nothing to help, and they died like
dogs.”

Mithe enjoyed the pain and distress her words
were causing Elabea. She continued her story.

“Your father has never told you his
tale?”

Elabea shook her head.

Mithe snickered.

“Quinn, the mighty leader of Hetherlinn, has
never told you why he and Gundin were the only survivors of Min
Brock?”

Elabea’s eyes became as big the moon. She bit
her lip to quell the tears.

“Ah,” Mithe gloated. “Evidently not. Then
here is the truth: Your father is a coward. He betrayed us all.
Your father and Gundin should be dead. Not our men. Not my
men.

“Now get rid of that cursed parchment before
we do it for you.”

The mob rushed forward.

“Stop.”

The voice came from the shadow of a tree
behind cottage Number 7. Galadin emerged from the shade and stood
beside Elabea.

“Look at this,” the widow snapped, her long
finger wiggling at Galadin like a serpent. “Behold the son of
Gundin. The greatest warrior to ever walk Hetherlinn. Where is your
father now, boy?”

Galadin stiffened his back and glared at her.
“Leave Elabea alone. Go back to your worries, old woman.”

Mithe continued undeterred. “I’ll tell you
where your father is. Mad he is, lost in his old dreams. You’re the
son of a madman, Galadin. One day, you’ll join his insanity.”

Galadin's eyes became slits of rage but he
held his tongue. He leaned close to Elabea and whispered, “Let’s
get out of here before they charge us.”

She took his hand and he led her toward his
cottage, all the while keeping an eye on the unruly crowd that
continued to hurl threats, curses, and even stones at the two young
people.

“Guess I showed them who is the boss,”
Galadin said, his eyes twinkling with confidence. Elabea, however,
wondered if her parchment was what had protected them; almost like
an invisible shield.

Galadin, like his father, was barrel-chested
and tall. His strength and size made strenuous, tasks like chopping
wood or hauling water, look like child’s play. His eyes he got from
his mother. They shone like black pearls when he was captured by
joy, as when he pursued a deer in the forest; but when he became
angry, they clouded over like thunderheads.

Yet, despite his strong physique and towering
size, within him was a weakness. Mithe was correct: His father was
going mad, and he feared he would follow in his father’s footsteps.
Galadin had been successful in concealing this shame from everyone
in the village. All, that is, except one.

Elabea.

She was glad Min Brock had forged them
together, even though she had not known the reason until now, and
even if they were outcasts in their own village. They were
identical in age, and even in their younger summers, sensed they
were different from the other children. Neighbors’ foreign looks
made them feel on edge. Huddled friends’ chilling whispers isolated
them even more.

So they formed a secret pact, an unspoken
allegiance, in order to weather the storm. At the heart of their
friendship was a deep understanding that no one else in Hetherlinn
could offer, not even their parents. Galadin understood why she
needed to escape to the meadow and climb the oak, despite the
Oracles, and he listened to her stories, even when they were wilder
than anything he had ever hunted.

Likewise, Elabea comprehended why he fled
cottage Number 7 and explored the woods, and why she was the one he
shared his hunting tales with. Simply put, they knew what it felt
like to live in homes full of shame. More importantly, they had
learned how to survive despite it.

Nearing cottage Number 7, Elabea asked, “Did
you see or hear anything odd last night?”

“No, just my father snoring. Why?”

“Well, last night, I saw an amazing
creature.” Elabea became animated as she talked. “Only it wasn’t an
animal.” Her words came faster, spilling over each other. “It, I
mean he, looked like a man - only not like us - so I gave
him a name…the Moon King, and... ”

“Slow down. What are you talking about?”

“Late last night,” she said, focusing on a
slower delivery, “I saw a mysterious rider on a flying horse; they
both glowed like the moon. I wish you could have seen them. I’m
positive the Moon King is the one responsible for shooting the
invitations into our doors.”

Galadin tried not to snicker, but this was
not the first time he had heard one of her amazing stories. All
were fashioned into fantastic proportions.

“Look,” he said, “I’ve hunted through every
thicket and meadow the Oracles will allow. Let me assure you that
there is no one like the Moon King. The only odd thing I’ve
witnessed is a bald hermit. I’ve only gotten a glimpse of him, and
I’ve nicknamed him the Wizard of the Wood. But trust me, he’s
anything but mystical. Gone are the days of strange beings, magical
creatures and mighty warriors.”

Flustered, Elabea snapped, “I know what I
saw.”

“Are you sure? The moon can play tricks on
your eyes. I have often mistaken things late at night in a full
moon. Elabea, there is nothing out there except bears, wild cats,
boars, deer and birds.” He paused. “Although, I did see a gor
once.”

Elabea cocked her head to the side.

“You’ve seen a gor?”

“Yes,” he answered, his smile as radiant as
the sun.

“But gors don’t live in Allsbruth.”

“I know that,” Galadin huffed as his
smile fell. “I was atop a high cliff and saw them far off in a
valley. They were enormous.”

“Did they fly and glow like the moon?”

“No. They were hairy and walked on all fours,
occasionally standing on their hind legs to reach branches... ”

“Trust me, Galadin. What I saw was not a
gor.”

Elabea turned her thoughts to the
parchment.

“Did you get one of these,” she asked,
holding it up for him to see.

“Yes. I pulled it off too, but my mother took
it and threw it in the fire. If what Mithe is saying is true, then
you need to burn yours too, and fast.”

“Are your parents home,” she asked.

“Why?” he answered, raising an eyebrow.

Elabea didn’t reply but merely smiled.

Galadin rolled his eyes. “My father is still
asleep. Mother went out to inspect the crops.”

“Good. We can go check on your invitation
without them knowing about it.”

“Weren’t you listening?” he said as he folded
his arms across his chest. “I just told you my mother destroyed
it.”

“Sorry I’m so curious,” she said, her
mischievous smile still firmly in place, “but may I go look,
anyway?”

Unfolding his arms, Galadin gave in. He knew
how stubborn she could be. Reluctantly, he led her inside.

Walking to the fireplace, Elabea picked up a
poker and began fishing among the hot coals. Beneath the embers, a
bright glimmer of gold caught her attention. She pulled the
parchment out, blew off the ashes and gingerly held it up for
Galadin to inspect.

“That’s impossible,” he gasped. “It’s not
burned; not even singed. I saw her throw it into the flames.”

“Now aren’t you the least bit curious?” she
teased, wagging the parchment in front of his face.

She placed their parchments side by side on
the table and examined them.

“They’re identical,” Galadin observed.

“Except yours has seven gold emblems while
mine only has six. I wonder what they say?”

“I don’t know, and to be honest, I don’t
care. Let’s get out of here. Let’s go to the meadow. We need to let
the villagers calm down.”

Elabea remained fixated with the parchments.
“You heard Mithe. She said these are invitations from the Only,
from the land of Claire. This proves that the stories we’ve been
taught aren’t true. Claire wasn’t destroyed after all.”

“This proves nothing,” Galadin argued from
the door, looking this way and that for a surprise attack.

She set her hands on her hips. “Then tell me
who shot the arrows in our doors?”

He shrugged while keeping guard. “I have no
idea. Maybe you’re right. Maybe Claire really does exist. I still
don’t care.”

“Why not?”

Another shrug. “Mithe was right. My father is
going mad. So when I hear him babbling nonsense about Claire...
”

“Really?” she interrupted. Her arms relaxed
and she stepped toward him. “He talks about Claire? What did he
say?”

“That it was the most beautiful land... ”

“Beautiful?” Elabea breathed. “Tell me
everything.”

“Not now,” Galadin warned. “If we discuss
this any more, that mob by the fire will come get us. Or the
Cauldron will hear and Ebonites will come”

“That’s another thing,” she huffed, her hands
once more finding her hips. “How do we know it hears all? We’ve
been going to the oak for a long time and nothing has happened to
us. Not a raid; not even a single rider. I doubt anyone is going to
get hurt if we simply talk about such things.”

Galadin turned his gaze to her. He knew how
she could be when she wanted to argue a point. Normally he wouldn’t
mind, but this time she was challenging the authority of the
Oracles along with Ebon’s military might. He was not afraid of a
fight, or even of going to war. But now was not the time.

Resting his hands on her shoulders, he said,
“Let’s just leave the parchments and forget about all of this.
Besides, life is better than it used to be.”

Elabea turned away and stared into the fire.
“The way it used to be?” she pouted. “We’ve never known
anything but this life.”

“True, but I hear the old ones say that it’s
better to surrender our freedom for peace than to... ”

She spun on her heals and glared at him.
“Peace? My life is anything but peaceful. You know what my father
is like when he drinks, and Mithe torments me daily, and your
father... ”

A deep voice from the adjoining bedroom
called out, “Galadin? Who’s there?”

“Just Elabea, Father. Go back to sleep. We’re
leaving.”

“Did Quinn send her? You know we both fought
in the Dark War? I, the Great Gundin, battled many a foe…”

“Yes, Father,” Galadin replied as his
shoulders slumped. “We all know. Please go back to sleep.”

Galadin whispered to Elabea. “Now’s not the
time to discuss such matters. Let’s go to the meadow. I need to get
far away from... ”

Gundin emitted another loud cry.

Elabea gave Galadin a sympathetic nod. She
scooped up the parchments as they raced out the door.

 



​ Chapter 3

 


Oracles Revealed

 


Mithe spied them racing from cottage
Number 7, heading for the thicket nestled beside the meadow.

“Yes, run away,” she hissed. “Run to your
oak. Go climb into its forbidden branches and take your parchments
with you. The Cauldron will find you. You’ll see. You
will see.”

Galadin glanced at Elabea without breaking
his stride.

She’s sad…again, he noted. I wish
Mithe would leave her alone.

Flashing his mischievous grin while dodging a
tree limb, he said, “They say Mithe is so ugly that she scares
death away.”

Elabea chuckled. Galadin was relieved to see
her eyes sparkle, even if only for a moment.

Sprinting downhill toward the creek, they
hopped over the gurgling water and then trudged up the opposite
side to the meadow.

The blanket of clouds parted and sunbeams
flooded a lone oak atop the knoll. They stood in awe of the
majestic tree that, even in winter, was magnificent to behold.

Monstrous gray limbs stretched skyward.
Spaced apart like stairs, they were perfect for climbing. The trunk
was so large it would require four grown men holding hands to
encircle it. The meadow’s tall, brown grass rolled away from the
oak like a king’s robe.

“Let’s go climb it,” Elabea said.

“We’re too old to play in trees.”

“Too old?” she snickered. “Where in the
Oracles is that stated?”

Galadin smiled. Like Elabea, he too loathed
the restrictions of the Oracles, and savored the opportunity to
rebel against them.

“Remember the first time we climbed?”

She reflected. “I think we were five summers
of age.”

“Seven,” he corrected. “It was winter, when
all the leaves are off the trees, and you can see the oak clearly
from Hetherlinn. Was I the one who challenged you to go to it?” he
said with a smirk.

“Yes,” she scowled, “and I remember getting
in big trouble that day, too.”

“Yeah,” he nodded, relishing the punishment
as a sort of badge of honor. “Did you know that when our parents
were children, they played in the oak all the time, even with the
Dark War raging? Some even say they heard whispers.”

Galadin looked about, as if to see if anyone
was listening or watching. Elabea gave him an incredulous look.
Satisfied they were alone, he asked, “I know we’ve toyed with
asking to hear a whisper when in the tree, but…” he gave another
quick glance about them. “Have you heard one?”

Elabea considered telling him about the
whisper that called her name, but unsure as to what it was or who
had whispered it, decided against it.

“No,” she replied.

Her answer satisfied him and he nodded.

“Not too long ago,” Elabea confessed, “my
mother told me a similar story about her childhood visits to the
tree. Even though she told me to never visit it, I could tell she
missed those days. She even said the meadow used to be full of
giggling, playing children.”

They took in the winter grass swaying in the
wind.

“Well, not any more,” Galadin observed.

Elabea focused her attention on the tree. “In
many ways, we’re just like the oak.”

Galadin tried to comprehend what she was
implying but was unable to make the connection.

She explained. “Like the oak, we’re shunned
by our village. We suffer because of our father’s shame; the oak
suffers because whispers were heard.”

Looking into his face, she asked, “Do you
ever wish you could hear a whisper in the tree…just once?”

He nodded. “Do you?”

“Yes. I’d love to hear tales of what might
have been and what might possibly be.”

She paused to reflect and then continued to
reminisce. “Remember when we climbed all the way to the top?”

“Do I? You could see the forever snow on the
Mountains of Allsbruth. No matter the season, it’s always there.
And on a clear day, you could see the River Arrgient glistening in
the distance.” Then more softly, as if to himself, “I’d love to
explore and hunt beyond the marker. I can only imagine what
creatures live out there.”

“Maybe one day,” she whispered.

Galadin saw her tell-tale smile. “Oh no. I
know what that look means.”

“Race you,” she blurted as she took off for
the oak.

“Hey,” he shouted after her, “That’s
cheating.”

He gave pursuit, but like all the other times
they raced, even with a fair start, he knew he would never catch
her.

Reaching the trunk, Elabea gazed up at its
branches.

“I’ve spent most of my life up there,” she
said as Galadin arrived, holding his sides and gasping for air.

She continued her soliloquy. “Even from my
cottage, the oak beckons me to come play in its branches. I know
this will sound crazy, but it seems to listen to my dreams.”

Her eyes found Galadin’s and her voice became
maudlin. “If I tell you something, do promise not to laugh?”

“Sure,” he answered, preparing to bite his
lip should he feel the urge to snicker.

“When my father’s moods made me cry, the oak
somehow comforted me. It was almost as if it hugged me.”

He gave her a sympathetic nod and she was
thankful to have a friend who understood.

“When I’m hunting,” he confessed, “it feels
like the woods are cheering me onward. Does that make sense?”

She smiled and nodded.

Gazing back up at its crest, Elabea added, “I
used to pretend I was holding onto a ship’s mast as the winds
rocked me to and fro. I’d dream of being anywhere but Hetherlinn.”
Her voice softened. “I’d dream of being anyone but Elabea.”

With a sigh, she grabbed the lowest limb and
began to ascend. Galadin followed, and together, they climbed to
the top.

“Look,” Galadin pointed at their village.
“There’s Mithe hobbling about the fire. She’s still ugly, even from
way up here.”

Elabea giggled. Sharing the view from the oak
with Galadin made her pain-filled life seem far away, almost as if
it were someone else’s.

Her eyes swept beyond the Allsbruthian
Mountains.

“Just think,” she said. “Somewhere out there
is Claire, the most beautiful land anyone’s ever seen.” As her
imagination sparked, her speech became faster and faster. “Imagine,
meadows twice the size of ours. Mountains that are huge - no,
behemoths; and covered in forever snow. And the sky... ”

“Elabea,” Galadin interrupted. “You’re doing
it again: making up stories you know nothing about.”

Her expression grew somber. “Do you think
he’s alive?”

“Who?”

“The King of Claire. The Only.”

Hearing her say the forbidden name made
Galadin shudder. “Don’t say the name,” he scolded.
“The Cauldron will hear.”

Elabea rolled her eyes at him. “That’s my
point. If he was killed during the Dark War, then why can’t we say
his name? But if he’s alive, then these invitations are proof of so
much more.”

Galadin, who did not entertain logic as
readily as Elabea, merely shrugged. “Well,” he interjected, “if he
is alive, then why haven’t we seen or heard from him?”

“We have,” she fired back. “He sent
these.”

She pulled out her invitation.

“That doesn’t prove he lives,” Galadin
replied as movement far beyond the meadow caught his attention.

Cantering toward Hetherlinn was an Ebonite
patrol. Elabea saw them as well. Her face turned white with
fear.

“I was wrong,” she whispered in horror. “The
Cauldron did hear.”

“Settle down,” Galadin reassured her.
“They’re probably out just checking on our numbers. Strictly
routine.” But deep inside, he too feared the worst.

Ten riders approached the town’s communal
fire. The villagers huddled together as one rider peeled away and
systematically went from dwelling to dwelling removing the
arrows.

“If that’s the case,” Elabea questioned,
“then why did that rider immediately go retrieve the parchments?
It’s as if he knew they were here.”

The Ebonite stopped in front of cottage
Number 17. Not finding an arrow, they heard him shout, albeit
faintly, back to his commander. Cottage Number 7 evoked the same
response.

Galadin and Elabea stared at their parchments
and then at each other. And as only close friends could do, they
silently voiced their concerns and fears with facial
expressions.

The warrior trotted back to his comrades. The
commander shouted an order and the patrol encircled the people.
Long, two-handed swords were unsheathed.

“What are they doing,” Elabea asked as she
clung tighter to the tree.

“This isn’t good,” Galadin said between
clinched teeth. “They’ve never drawn their weapons before, even on
night patrols.”

The warriors held their blades upright, the
tips pointing skyward. Then in unison, the ten warhorses moved as
one. Right legs were raised and then slammed to the ground followed
by the left. This sequence was repeated, and like a rope tightening
around one’s neck, the cavalry squeezed toward the terrified
villagers.

“They’re going to trample them to death,”
Elabea exclaimed, realizing her curiosity with the parchment had
cursed her hamlet, just as her parents and Mithe predicted.

Galadin shook his head in disbelief. “My
father told me about this Ebonite formation, but I just assumed it
was his mindless babble.”

She looked into his face for the answer.

“He called it a March of Reeds,” Galadin
explained, his gaze fixated on the warhorses’ pounding hooves. “It
happened after the defeat at Min Brock. All the storytellers of
Claire were rounded up and led to a marshy field where they were
trampled to death by Ebonite cavalry.”

As the circle of death closed, two men
approached the Ebonite leader. Galadin and Elabea glanced at each
other in disbelief.

“Our fathers?” they mouthed to each
other.

The Ebonite commander lowered his blade.

The March of Reeds halted.

A dialogue, although faint, ensued between
the two men and the commander. With no warning, he swung his blade
at the helpless men. One fell to the ground wounded.

“Father,” Elabea shouted.

Mithe stumbled forward and pointed in their
direction.

The commander looked over his shoulder and
spotted the knoll. Spurring his warhorse, he galloped toward the
meadow while the other warriors trotted out of Hetherlinn.

“They must be going to get reinforcements,”
Galadin surmised, “or maybe they are trying to encircle us. Either
way, we’ve gotta go.”

Galadin descended as quickly as a
squirrel.

Elabea stared at the wounded man. “But my
father... ”

“There’s no time. Hurry.”

For the first time in her life, Elabea did
not argue with him. When they reached the lower branches, they
jumped to the ground and sprinted away from Hetherlinn, but the
tall grass made running difficult for two young people on foot. It
wasn’t such a challenge for a warrior on a warhorse.

Spurred by fear and the sound of thundering
hooves, they increased their speed. Elabea raced past Galadin and
reached the safety of the woods. Galadin tripped and fell headlong
into the field.

“Get up,” Elabea screamed. “He’s close.”

Galadin rose, but it was obvious he was hurt.
As he tried to put weight on his ankle he fell again.

“Galadin,” she cried as she ran back up the
incline to help.

“No,” he ordered. “Run!”

The commander stopped within a stone’s throw
of Galadin, and Elabea covered her mouth with her hands to stifle a
scream.

The Ebonite’s long, curly, black hair and
beard, trademarks of Ebon’s warrior caste, flapped tauntingly from
beneath his open-faced helmet. Like most Ebonites, he was large and
powerful. His saddle was covered with etchings that told tales of
the Cauldron. Dark armor, fused with pieces of leather, covered him
from his neck down to boots like lizard scales.

His warhorse was just as intimidating,
standing a good head taller any horse in Allsbruth. Armor covered
its head and snout and bore the pouncing lion crest of Ebon. Thick,
dark leather covered the horse’s front and rear flanks.

The commander glared at the helpless boy
while his warhorse snorted in anticipation of the kill. An evil
smile crossed his face as he raised his sword’s tip skyward.

“Dog from cottage Number 7,” he snarled, his
deep voice sending a chill down Elabea’s spine, “the Oracles forbid
you touching contraband beyond your markers. The Cauldron knows you
have the parchment. The penalty is death.”

Spurs drove into his horse’s flanks. Hooves
ripped open the field. Leather and armor creaked and rattled.

“First blood,” the warrior cried.

Galadin scrambled on his hands and knees,
desperate to reach the woods. Elabea screamed and started to run to
help him.

“Get out of here,” Galadin ordered her.
“Now!”

She stopped, fear paralyzing her as she
watched him retreat like a field mouse from a lion. Suddenly, she
felt a hand rest upon her shoulder. She gasped, fearing one of the
other Ebonites had caught her. Instead, she was surprised to see an
odd-looking man standing beside her.

He was bald, and had a purple birthmark in
the shape of a flower on the top of his forehead. Clothed in a
magnificent, dark green robe and holding a staff, his touch quelled
her curiosity and fears. Riding on his shoulder was a brown
creature the size of a squirrel.

He pointed his staff at the Ebonite. The
animal unfurled bat-like wings and darted for the commander’s head.
The animal struck the Ebonite in the face with its long, mouse-like
tail. The warrior shrieked in pain, dropped his weapon and covered
his face with his hands.

Spooked by his master’s cry, the warhorse
galloped recklessly toward the oak. With hands still on his face,
the warrior rode blindly, unable to see the danger looming. A low
limb moved, as if suddenly shoved by a giant, invisible hand, and
snagged his long hair. Yanked from his saddle, the commander’s
lifeless body swung back and forth as his horse galloped away.

“Rise,” the stranger commanded Galadin.

Galadin stood as ordered, amazed that his
ankle no longer hurt. He stared at the stranger as the brown
creature flew back and landed upon his shoulder.

“I know you,” Galadin declared. “You’re the
Wizard of the Wood.”

“Hurry,” the wizard replied as turned on his
heel. “More warriors will come.”

“You healed my foot,” Galadin exclaimed.

“I did no such thing,” he shouted over his
shoulder. “I simply enabled you to see that you had been
bewitched.”

“Bewitched? By who?”

“By the vapors of the Cauldron. They
convinced you to trip and that you had hurt your ankle. You felt
pain when there was no pain to feel. Come, hurry. Talk is
dangerous.”

 



​ Chapter 4

 


Forbidden Stories

 


The Wizard of the Wood led them to a
hidden trail not far from the meadow. Galadin eyed it
suspiciously.

“I hunt this area often, so why haven’t I
seen this path before,” he asked the wizard as they entered the
foliage.

“Perhaps you’ve never needed to see it until
now,” the old man replied as he hopped over a log. The wizard’s
pace was swift as he led them away from danger.

Once they reached a shadowy valley with cool,
damp air, the wizard stopped. His eyes swept the area, his ears
attentive to the slightest sound of their enemy in pursuit. He
glanced at the animal perched on his shoulder and studied its
demeanor. The creature calmly chattered, and Elabea assumed it was
how he communicated with its master. The wizard scratched some
tufts of fur near its wings, and said to the children, “We’re
lucky. We haven’t been followed.”

“But you’ve led us past the marker,” Galadin
pressed.

The wizard smirked. “Going beyond the
Oracles’ marker is the least of your worries now.”

He pushed aside some saplings and ushered
Elabea and Galadin into a dark world.

Stepping into the thicket, they discovered a
narrow hidden cave. The wizard motioned for them to follow and he
led them inside.

Due to its width, they had to walk single
file. The walls were damp and a musky scent hung in the air. As the
light from the outside faded, they blindly followed the wizard, his
muffled footsteps the only sign that he was leading the way. Elabea
and Galadin extended their hands to feel along the passage and they
shuffled feet to avoid stumbling. Galadin was about to ask about
their whereabouts when a faint glow from up ahead told him they
were nearing their destination.

The corridor emptied into a cavern the size
of two Hetherlinn cottages. It had a low ceiling that was void of
rocks jutting down like dragon’s teeth typically found in a caves.
A fireplace filled the room with eerie shadows and the scent of
roasted meats and exotic spices.

“Wow,” Galadin said as he admired the
wizard’s home. “It must have taken forever to carve out the
fireplace.” He ran a hand along its smooth surface. Chiseled on
each side of the wood mantel were nooks that held lit candles. Pots
and pans, blackened from the flame, were stacked in an orderly
fashion on the hearth. “So where does the smoke go,” Galadin asked
as his eyes searched the cave’s wall. “Won’t it alert the Ebonites
to our whereabouts?”

The wizard ignored his questions, and
instead, scurried about, tidying up his dwelling for his guests.
Elabea, still overcome with shock from the Ebonite attack, stared
about the room. A simple bed fashioned from unwhittled tree limbs
sat off in the shadows. Thick, dark blankets covered the bed and
were neatly tucked and smoothed so that not a wrinkle could be
found. A robe, identical to the one the wizard wore, was folded on
top of a mound of clothing heaped by the foot of the bed.

What captured her imagination was the vast
display of oddly bound objects. Stacked along one wall and covered
with what appeared to be leather, they were stuffed with parchment.
Some were fat while others were quite slim. Some looked older than
the mountains, yet others looked brand new. Judging by the amount,
Elabea concluded they were of great importance to the mage.

The wizard led Elabea to a chair beside the
fire, then retreated to a far wall where drying herbs were hung,
their various shades of green appearing black in the dim light.

He broke off a small twig, returned, and
squeezed it into Elabea’s hand. He whispered into her ear, “Chew
this. The sweet sap will ease your fears.” She began nibbling while
staring blankly into the coals.

Turning his attention to Galadin, the wizard
swept his arm toward the table and chairs in the center of the
room.

“Please sit down,” he invited. “Time is one
commodity we do not have in abundance.”

Next, he instructed his animal with words
Galadin did not recognize. The obedient creature at once flew and
perched on the bed frame.

Galadin, who was not as trusting as Elabea,
stepped cautiously toward the chairs, his hand resting upon his
dagger. His keen eyes, trained from many seasons hunting, examined
the wizard’s cave. He too noted the odd stack of leather bound
parchments, but something in the shadows made him gasp. Leaning
against the wall, hidden, yet plainly visible for the scrutinizing
eye, was the silhouette of a large sword.

But swords have been banished by the
Cauldron, he wondered. How did this wizard get one?

He continued toward the table, thankful the
mage had his back turned and hadn’t seen his alarmed
expression.

The wizard, who was gathering things from a
large wooden cupboard, said over his shoulder, “To answer your
prior question, the chimney flows deep within the hill. No one will
ever smell my fire.”

He turned around holding a pewter plate full
of smoked pheasant. Gliding to the table, he slid the platter into
the center. Galadin stood behind one of the chairs and stared at
the mound of food.

The wizard looked Galadin over, then with a
smile said, “Fighting for one’s life is hungry work, is it
not?”

Galadin’s stomach rumbled, but he eyed the
food apprehensively for fear the wizard had poisoned it. Before
long his insatiable appetite overruled his better sense of
judgment. He plopped down and began devouring food.

“My name is Il-Lilliad,” the wizard informed
him.

Galadin simply nodded as he stuffed more food
into his mouth.

“I am not a wizard.”

Galadin mumbled something unintelligible
around a mouthful of smoked pheasant.
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