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Dear God, here’s the story you placed in my heart —Tim










CHAPTER ONE










THE LITTLE WHITE CHAPEL





Tom raised the windows against the brisk Tennessee mountain air. Albeit only a twenty-minute drive into town, it felt like it had taken years to get there, and in some ways, it had. After all, he couldn’t stop performing his disappearing act. His most recent had lasted nearly a year, and he seriously doubted Lilly had enjoyed the show. Still she was the only reason strong enough to convince him to dress in his Sunday best, break his promise, and step into the chapel again.


Fear and excitement swirled within him at the thought of seeing her and finally expressing the feelings that he’d spent years unsuccessfully trying to drown. Eventually, he’d found the key wasn’t to drown the feelings but hide them. So, he’d taken the truth, along with his emotions and pictures of his mother, and placed them inside a simple shoebox. And it had worked until yesterday.


After work, he’d returned to his city apartment to find the door kicked in. Initially, he’d laughed at the thief’s poor choice of victims. After all, besides a raggedy couch, an empty fridge, and some clothes there was nothing to steal. But then he spotted the shoe box. The box where the memories had been carefully placed. The lid was off and the memories—in the form of printed photos—were strewn across the floor. That’s when the dam he’d carefully constructed around his emotions broke free. It was also the moment he’d decided to break off the strained relationship with the place he’d often fled to from Eureka, his refuge from the truth, the city.


The Welcome to Eureka Springs sign pulled him from his thoughts and back to the present. As expected, the normally sleepy town was bustling today. After all, it was Sunday, the day when everyone attended the little white chapel. Anxiety surged as he drove along the long line of cars parked along the roadside. Fighting the temptation to keep driving, he pulled over and parked at the end of the row. That’s a start. Come on, Tom, we can do this; just turn the vehicle off and get out. He’d barely made it twenty feet before spotting the bicycle with the basket on the front—Lilly’s bike. Somehow, he managed to fight through the anxiety and keep walking. One step at a time, he told himself.


His next obstacle—Lilly’s grandparents—stood atop the chapel steps, greeting the church-goers. Suddenly, he felt unworthy to be here with people like the Bakers who didn’t know how broken he was and could never understand his suffering. Get it together. You promised. He’d already broken too many other promises. A deal is a deal, he encouraged himself. We’re here for Lilly.


“Look who it is, Mr. Baker,” Mrs. Baker said.


“Tom McKinley!” Mr. Baker said, extending his big hand, which engulfed Tom’s. “You back for good this time?”


“Mr. Baker!” Mrs. Baker chastised.


“It’s okay,” Tom said, forcing a smile. “It’s a fair question, and yes, or at least I hope so. Umm, is Lilly here?”


“Right, Lilly. Son, even in a place like Eureka, things and people change,” Mr. Baker said.


“Yes, sir,” Tom said, wondering why the man had made such a strange comment.


“Okay, well, you better get on in there,” Mrs. Baker said nervously. “It’s been a long time since you’ve been here, and I wouldn’t put it past Pastor James to stop the service and say hello if he spots you.”


Tom cringed at the thought as he stepped past Mrs. Baker and paused momentarily at the next door. Would the Pastor really do something like that? If so, promise or not, he was leaving right now. But, before abandoning the ship, he cracked the door and peeked in. Thankfully, the Pastor’s back was to the crowd. So, he stepped inside and scanned the room. It only took a few moments to spot Lilly’s blonde hair. As Mr. Baker had said, she was in her usual seat, but Jimmy—Tom’s best friend—wasn’t. Instead, his arm was draped around Lilly. Jimmy had always been a little flirtatious toward her, but he’d never thought much of it. If there was any doubt, it ended as Lilly laid her head on his shoulder. Turning abruptly, he bumped into the door, which thudded against the wall.


“Tom, are you okay?” Mrs. Baker asked as he rushed past her and down the stairs. 


They should have warned me!


“Tom,” Jimmy called. “Wait up.”


This is not the time or place for this conversation. Nervously, he fumbled his keys. Jimmy was right there to pick them up.


“I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”


“How would you prefer I found out?”


“Tom, it’s not like we planned this; it just sorta happened.”


“I have to go,” Tom said as he spotted Lilly coming down the sidewalk. Snatching the keys, he hopped in the Jeep and slammed the door. He’d planned to share the truth today, but with Lilly, not Jimmy, and certainly not under these circumstances. Was he overreacting? Maybe. Should he turn off the Jeep and face them? Probably. After all, they were the only friends he had. But instead, he panicked and sped off when Lilly knocked on the window.




***





Jimmy ran into the road and watched as Tom sped away.


“I know it’s hard,” Lilly said.


“He used to say that you were the only bright spot in his life,” Jimmy responded as he watched the Jeep grow smaller.


“Tom had plenty of opportunities to tell me how he felt. How long was I supposed to wait? Wasn’t seven years long enough? He never gave us the chance to get close to him. Every time we tried, he’d leave town without a goodbye or a phone call.”


“I know. Still, I can’t help but see the broken kid with tears streaming down his face after finding out he had to leave Eureka the day after his fifteenth. The day he left, he made me promise not to tell you until after he was gone. He couldn’t bear to tell you himself.”


“My heart aches for Tom, but Jimmy, you and I have something special. I had decided to be here for Tom every time he came back, but the Tom we knew never returned from the city. I don’t blame him. After all, I can’t imagine what he suffered after Paul left and his mother passed, but I couldn’t carry that burden for him even if I wanted to. So, now, I’m going back inside. Are you coming?”


“You go ahead. I’d better message him.”




***





Trees went by in a flash as Tom sped toward the cabin. His phone chirped. He snatched it from the seat and read the message from Jimmy.


“Been a year since you’ve been to town, spoken to Lilly, or come to church. What were you expecting?”


What was I expecting? First Paul, then Mom, and now Lilly. Looking up, he screamed, do you have a vendetta against me? He looked back at the road as a brown blur darted from the woods. He jerked the wheel. Metal crunched. Glass shattered. Tom was ejected.










CHAPTER TWO










UNFAMILIAR SETTINGS





Tom awoke as a chill crept across his back and neck. He reached for the covers but must have kicked them off during the night. Maybe it was the nightmares again. Rolling over, he curled up, but the chill wouldn’t be denied. Finally, opening his eyes, he sat up abruptly. Why am I in the woods?


Confused, Tom looked around for clues, but nothing looked familiar. Am I dreaming? A pinch said he wasn’t. Did I sleepwalk? Nonsense, I’ve never done that before. Then, an image of a brown blur darting from the woods flashed into his thoughts. That’s right, he’d wrecked.


As the puzzle pieces came together, he checked his body for pain, but to his surprise, nothing hurt. Hopping up, he looked for any signs of the Jeep or the road, but what he spotted instead sent him scrambling behind the closest tree. Did it see me? He pressed back into the tree and listened—decision time, run, or peek. Finally, gathering every ounce of courage, he peeked out and squinted through the dim light. Still there. Hasn’t moved. By some miracle, the creature standing a hundred feet away hadn’t spotted him.


Okay, it’s probably a bear. A bear wearing a shirt!? I probably didn’t see that right. I must have hit my head during the wreck. When I look again, it won’t be there. But if it is, it definitely will not be clothed. He peeked. Nope, that’s not a bear, and it is wearing clothes. Whatever it was, he was pretty sure it hadn’t moved. But was he confident enough to risk a longer look?


Soon, curiosity began to get the best of him, and he leaned out. It was still beside the tree with its back turned. Perhaps he could get an even closer look. He moved within fifty feet. Whatever it was, it wasn’t moving and it was wearing a tattered shirt and shorts. Cautiously, he approached. A huge man? Its legs were as big as Tom’s torso, and its arms the width of his thigh. Its shaggy hair was a tangled mess, and scissors had likely never touched its bushy beard.


This has to be an elaborate hoax. Reaching out, he touched its hairy arm and jerked back. It’s warm. Sunlight? Nope. The thick overhead canopy completely obscured the sun. He’s alive! Nonsense, Tom chastised himself. Reaching up, he placed his hand on the left side of its chest. Thump. Tom jerked his hand back. That settled it. He was as still as a statue but alive nonetheless. This was undoubtedly not an elaborate hoax. And whatever had happened to him had happened suddenly. He appeared to have just swung his ax, which was still sunk into the tree. The words, A Gift from—were carved into the handle, but the giant’s massive hand covered the rest.


Suddenly, the mystery of the giant faded, and reality—which the incident had distracted him from—emerged. These weren’t Eureka’s woods. The trees were different. This wasn’t mountainous terrain; the land was flat. Even in the densest parts of Eureka’s mountains, you could spot the sky, but not here. He had to be dreaming, but if he was, this must be a lucid dream or a concussion. Perhaps he was hallucinating or dead. Dead? Stop it!


Suddenly, something Lilly had once said popped into his mind, ‘If you reach out to God, God will reach back. He’d tried that approach the night his mom received the cancer report. Where had that gotten him? More suffering, that’s where. No, he would not be reaching out today. The only person he could trust would handle this—himself.










CHAPTER THREE










NAMELESS’ DILEMMA





The little creature peered down through the tree canopy at the strangely dressed man. He acts like he’s never seen a giant. Sure, this one’s frozen, he chuckled, but it’s still a giant. Come on. Come on. Come on. His sharp talons dug into the soft wood as he waited impatiently. Make a choice! Just as he was ready to snap, the human turned from the giant, looked around, and finally headed northbound. That’s better.


Scurrying along the branches, he silently navigated the dense foliage as he followed the man. Of course, flying would have been quicker, but even from sixty feet above, he couldn’t risk the man hearing him. After all, his job was to observe, stay out of sight, and keep him moving toward the village.


Finally, the slow-moving human reached the signpost at the crossroads. Looking around, the creature found a branch to sit on and observe. Does he do everything this slowly? Tap, tap, tap. Stop that, he told himself as he fought to keep his talons from tapping on the branch. Once again, he wasn’t sure how good the human’s hearing was and wasn’t planning to risk Leadbelly’s wrath by being spotted. So, instead, he ground his teeth together.


Don’t go west, he thought, as the man ran his fingers along the words White Chair. I can’t afford another botched assignment. Not that way, either, he thought as the man turned his attention toward the part of the sign that pointed east to Dragon Vale. Leadbelly will smash my beak in the dirt if you go that way. I need to do something. Think! Got it, dragon fruit, he thought as he spotted a vine protruding from a bush below.


Waiting until the man’s back was turned, he dropped, flaring his leathery wings inches above the ground. Silently, he touched down and scurried behind the bush. One wrong move would trigger the dragon vines, resulting in something worse than Leadbelly’s wrath. Carefully, he planned his cut and with a quick talon flick, two kiwi-sized fruit fell into the open pouch hanging from his waist. He sealed the bag, went behind the tree, and scurried up the trunk.


Now, all he needed to do was to toss the fruit onto the path leading to White Oak. The man should hear the fruit hit the ground and hopefully investigate. That would start him moving in the right direction. Then, he’d need to move further down the path and repeat the trick. If luck was on his side, the human would keep moving and lose interest in the other paths.


Now, just to find the perfect spot. There, he thought, spotting a hole in the foliage toward the north. Once in place, he drew back and launched it, but the fruit struck a supple limb that catapulted it directly at the man and thumped him on the head. OH NO! The startled man jumped back, tripped, and landed on his bottom. That was too close, the creature thought as the man landed near the bushes. The human looked about frantically, probably searching for his unseen assailant. Don’t look back. Don’t look back. He looked back. No! Don’t touch the vine! The creature slapped his hand against his forehead. He touched it.


One tug was all it took to trigger the dragon vines. They struck with the speed of a viper and constricted around the man like a boa. He was putting up a good fight, but it wouldn’t last long; only the Bergsteiger had the strength to escape the vines. There’s nothing he would enjoy more than to sit back and enjoy the show, but he shuddered to think what Leadbelly would do if the man didn’t make it to the village before the Master’s guards arrived. I’ll never get a proper name if I fail again. More vines shot out, entangling the man’s waist and legs.


“Help,” the man cried as the vines dragged him into the bush.


The creature clawed at its head and pulled its skin, trying desperately to devise a plan. “I need fire,” he screeched. Frantically, he fluttered from the branch and headed north. A few minutes later, he landed atop the hillside outside the village. Moving into the bushes where he could observe without being seen, he peered through the opening between the two dashu trees, which acted as a gate, and his heart sank as he spotted the dancing shadows on the ground. It was too late. Even now his worthless brothers were awake and very active. From how their shadows behaved, some were practicing the Wiggletwig’s crude fighting style, which amounted to little more than midair tussles with a heavy dose of clawing and biting.


Perhaps he could sneak around the west side of the village. It’d be risky and slow going with dragon vines, but that wouldn’t work either. Even from his position, he could see several sets of yellow eyes shining in the darkness on the village's far side, undoubtedly harvesting grubs for the evening feast. He could try to fly east and enter the woods from the Dragon Vale side, but that’d take too long. I’ll never get a torch without one of my idiotic brothers spotting me!


“Nameless, you sneaky scoundrel,” a crackly voice said. “Aren’t you supposed to be following the human?”


“Dungspitter,” Nameless hissed. The idiot was a perfect example of why you had to be extra careful how you earned your name. The worst part was he was proud of it. “Keep your voice down.”


“Why should I?” Dungspitter snarled.


“Because I’m on a critical mission you idi—” he started to say and paused as the aroma of roasted grubs wafted through the air. “Actually, I need your help.”


“What’s in it for me?”


“Grubs. Three of mine for the next three nights.”


Dungspitter’s yellow eyes flashed green, a sure sign his greedy appetite would buy his help.


“What do you want me to do?” he asked, flicking his short black tongue and licking his beak.


“Fire.”


“Fire?”


“Yes, and I don’t have all night to stand around repeating myself.”


“You’re in a hurry?”


“I already said that!”


“Half your grubs for the next five nights.”


“You dirty, light-loving newt,” Nameless growled.


“Fine, if that’s how you feel,” Dungspitter said and turned away.


“Wait,” Nameless screeched. “Deal. Just hurry.”










CHAPTER FOUR










DRAGON FRUIT





Tom stared at the wooden signpost, trying to make sense of the strange names. White Chair? Dragon Vale? What kind of crazy joke is this? White Oak? He was considering flipping a coin when something hard thumped the top of his head. Startled, he jumped back, tripped, and landed on his back end. Frantically, he looked around. Nothing up, left, right, but behind him….a bright green fruit was lying on the ground near a bush. Tom laughed. The fruit must have fallen from above. Two more of the delicious-looking fruits were hanging from a vine on the bush.


Tom reached out to take fruit when two black vines shot out and wrapped around his arms. Help! Slamming his boots into the ground, he leaned back, pulled, and was effectively at a standstill until more vines wrapped around his waist and legs. His boots carved small ruts in the dirt as the vines dragged him into the bush. “Hel”—Tom started to call out as another vine wrapped around his head and mouth.


He squirmed and strained, but the vines tightened the more he struggled. Have to calm down. Need air. Deep breath, breathe out slowly. He exhaled. The vines tightened. This is bad, really bad. Is this how I die? No! In a desperate attempt, he chomped down and gagged as bitter fluid filled his mouth. His stomach turned sour as he swallowed a mouth full of the juice.


Biting the vines had nearly drowned him, but if he could reach his knife. No use; he couldn’t reach into his pants pocket with his arms pinned to his side. Still, he might be able to reach his lighter in his jacket if he could get some slack in the vine around his chest. He flexed. The vine constricted. Any tighter, and he wouldn’t be taking another breath. The last thing he wanted to do was bite into the vine again; however, there didn’t seem to be another option.


Preparing himself for the bitterness, he bit into the vine. Desperately, he tried to ignore the squirming around his arms, chest, and legs. Were they in pain? Shaking the thoughts away, he chomped again and again. Once he chewed through, the other vines spasmed and loosened a little. He spit out the disgusting juice, bit his jacket collar, and little by little worked the sleeve off his shoulder. It slid down his arm, allowing him to reach his lighter. Flick. The tiny flame danced to life, and he placed it under the vine. Something sizzled. The juice? Suddenly, the bush lit up as the vines burned away like a magnesium fuse around his body. Once free, he scrambled away on his hands and knees until he reached the sign, rolled over, and collapsed in the dirt. Reaching up, he touched his neck and hissed through his teeth. The vines had scorched his neck.


He lay still for a while and tried to process the event. No use. Nothing made sense. He looked up. God, I—wait, what does that say? On one of the signs were two words: Bergsteiger, and roughly carved below that, giants. Flipping over, he hopped up and examined the sign pointing north. The word giants—carved seemingly as an afterthought—was intriguing. After spotting the first huge man frozen near the tree, he’d seen several more—similar to the first—on the walk to the signpost. Their village might be abandoned if the giants and Bergsteiger were the same. He weighed his options, of which there weren’t many. After all, he was already lost; that much was certain. At this point, his basic needs were fire, water, shelter, and food, all of which he might find in the Bergsteiger village.










CHAPTER FIVE










GRUBS?





Nameless cautiously worked his way from branch to branch back to the signpost. The journey was painfully slow; several times, he’d nearly tossed the torch and abandoned the human to his fate. And each time, the thought of Leadbelly’s wrath kept him moving along until his destination. Scanning the area, he ensured no prying eyes were watching before dropping from the canopy and thudding to the ground.


I don’t believe it! Dropping the torch, he haphazardly spread the bush, ignoring the potential for remaining vines—a death sentence in most cases—and peered inside. “He’s gone,” he screeched and took to the air. And to think I struck a deal with that idiot Dungspitter for nothing! When Leadbelly's done with the human, I'll kill him myself! 


His wings flapped furiously as he set out on the western path. If he was really lucky, the man hadn't come this way. After flying halfway, the thought of encountering a hidden patrol caused him to turn back. The Archers of White Chair were generally no threat, but a few could pierce a dragon Fruit from a 100 yards. If the man had chosen this path, he was likely too close to White Chair to be turned back.


If the man hadn’t gone west—and there was no way to know for sure other than finding him elsewhere—that only left north toward the village or east toward the Vale. Of course, he could have backtracked to the south, but Nameless couldn’t see what good that would do, and even if he had, that was the safest possible direction. If he’d gone eastward toward the Vale, Nameless would have plenty of time to track him down and devise a plan to turn him back. Whereas, if the man had turned north he could already be close to the village. Suppose one of his worthless brothers happened to spot the man first. If anyone delivered the news to Leadbelly other than himself—he shuddered at the thought. In that case, it'd be worse than when Dungspitter nearly caused him to drop a flaming gourd on Leadbelly’s head. The beating he’d taken for that debacle had left enough physical and mental scars for a lifetime. With renewed purpose, he shot out toward the north, and luck was on his side, as it turned out.


The man was hiding in the bushes atop the hill outside the village. Nameless’ sudden elation deflated as he remembered he had to report to Leadbelly. Shaking the thoughts away, he ascended into the canopy, the only safe place to avoid his worthless brothers at night.


As he neared the massive fire pit where Leadbelly often sat, heated air rattled the leaves. In other circumstances, it’d be an inviting place to have a nice long nap, but he had work to do. Peering down, he spotted his big-bellied leader reclining on one of the enormous stumps, and he wasn’t alone. Weurgen, Nameless spat. The repulsive smell of wet, matted fur reached his nostrils even from high above. Weurgen and Wiggletwigs were never seen together, other than at the Master's orders, which seldom brought them face to face. And yet, Leadbelly was entertaining two of the filthy mutts.


“I can’t focus!” Leadbelly cried out. “I'm practically wasting away. Are those lazy roasters trying to starve me! How much longer before the grubs are ready?” he bellowed and threw himself back against the stump like a child throwing a tantrum.


If those dirty mutts thought we were weak before, seeing that idiot act like a big fat baby certainly isn’t helping.


“It’s torturous,” Leadbelly whined.


Unbelievable! You’re making Wiggletwigs look like idiots!


Jump down and show them you’re not weak, a voice said into his thoughts.


I should.


Do it, it whispered.


No! Nameless yelled into his mind, forcing back the intrusive thoughts. Suddenly, he became aware of his racing heart and his talons sinking into the branch. Have…to…keep…control. Although he couldn’t see them, he knew his yellow eyes were likely streaked with red. His heart raced, and his breathing was shallow and fast. Shaking the inciting thoughts away, he filled his mind with thoughts about delicious grubs, beating Dungspitter for fun, or getting a proper name; anything other than the Weurgen and Leadbelly.


“I want to rip them apart and suck the juice,” Leadbelly continued. “You maggots, hurry and get those grubs roasted, or you’re gonna be sorry,” he yelled over his shoulder.


The only thing Leadbelly had a more challenging time controlling than his bloodlust was his gluttonous appetite, hence the potbelly. The leader of the Wiggletwigs was unpredictable at the best of times, but he was even worse while hungry. Therefore, it was best to try a more tactical approach. Scurrying along a long branch southward, he stopped over a small fire at the edge of camp, where two roasters sat on the ground, holding long sticks full of grubs over the fire. Suddenly, the smell hit him, and his mouth watered uncontrollably. Turning away, he closed his eyes tightly and took a few deep breaths. Why am I here? Right, the human. I need to hurry. The thought of the man entering the village before he warned Leadbelly instantly quenched his greedy appetite. Refocusing, he dropped to the ground near the roasters.


“I’m here for Leadbelly’s portion.”


“That’s not your job, Nameless,” one of the roasters said.


“Didn’t you hear him yelling? He told me to get him some grubs.”


“You think we’re fools?”


“You arguing with Leadbelly’s orders?” Nameless asked. “Especially when he’s hungry for grubs? Fine, I’ll tell him you refused and enjoy the show as he smashes your beak in the dirt,” he said, making a show of turning and walking away.


“Wait,” the roasters called.


Nameless walked a little farther.


“Wait!”


Nameless smiled to himself and turned back.


“What are those Weurgen doing in the camp?” one of the roasters asked as he placed a few grubs into a wooden bowl.


“How am I supposed to know?”


“You’re the one delivering grubs.”


“Unlike you, I’m not stupid enough to ask questions about things that aren’t my business. Are these all the grubs you have?”


“For now.”


“And those,” Nameless said, nodding at the full bowls near the fire.


“Our portion, you nasty newt. You know the rules: roasters serve themselves, Leadbelly, then everyone else.”


“You want to send a half-full bowl of grubs to Leadbelly? You two are asking for a beating, but it’s no skin off my hide.”


Even if they suspected him, they couldn’t afford to be wrong. Of course, they could ask, but while Leadbelly was hungry, they couldn’t guarantee how he’d react. Not to mention that no Wiggletwig in their right mind—other than Leadbelly, apparently—wanted to be anywhere near a Weurgen. So, choosing the safer of the two options, they filled the bowl.


“You will tell Leadbelly that we were the ones who gave up our grubs?”


“Of course,” Nameless said before heading off. Once sufficiently away, he stopped in the shadows, snickered, and munched the extra grubs. After sating his greedy appetite, he shook the juice from his beak and approached Leadbelly.


“My lord,” he said, bowing.


“I should have known you’d find a way to interrupt me in the middle of important business, you insignificant light lover.”


“I’m no light lover,” Nameless blurted out. The spark of anger abruptly replaced by dread at the look in Leadbelly’s eyes.


“Umm...I brought these for you,” Nameless said, thrusting the bowl out. “Those lazy roasters were dragging their talons, so I gave them a kick in the rear.”


Leadbelly’s eyes glowed green as he snatched the bowl.


“The human?” he gurgled through a beak full of grubs. “Very good. So very good.”


“I’ve followed him as you commanded. He isn’t far from the gate.”


“Go. Make sure he enters the village. I don’t want him to be late. Fiddlestick’s cooking up something special for our guest.”


Nameless bowed and backed away slowly.


“You two shouldn’t be here when the human arrives,” he overheard Leadbelly tell the Weurgen. “We wouldn’t want our guest scared away before the Master’s guards arrive.”










CHAPTER SIX










THE WIGGLETWIGS





Tom crouched atop the hillside and peered through the shadows at a sign spanning two massive trees. On the left side was a man draped in a robe. He wore a crown and had a sword lying at his feet. On the right, a giant—like the ones he’d seen frozen in the woods—wore a long skirt. He had a sash across his chest and an ax lying at his feet. The man’s hand was laid upon the giant’s hand, and at the bottom were the words:




Peace and Prosperity Upon Friends of the King

A Sword from His Mouth for His Enemies





If the images were any indication, the village had probably belonged to the frozen giants. Regardless of who had once owned it, the smell of roasted food said it was no longer uninhabited. Closing his eyes and inhaling deeply, his stomach grumbled. How long since he’d eaten? Was the wreck today? Yesterday? How long was he unconscious? Was he still unconscious? That complex question was probably better tackled after getting some food and rest. A screech—like that of a barn owl—suddenly filled the night, pulling him away from his thoughts. His eyes darted toward the sound from within the village, where dozens of disconcerting shadows with pointy ears and wings danced along the ground. Suddenly, coming to the village didn’t seem like such a good idea. Although hungry, getting a meal wasn’t worth the chance of becoming one.


Leaving the bushes, he kept a wary eye on the village as he backed away. He hadn’t made it more than five feet before spotting something yellow from the corner of his eye. He froze and cast a surreptitious look in that direction. Does it see me? 


The creature screeched.


Panicked, Tom sprinted away, only concerned with the immediate threat and not considering his direction. Recklessly, he ran while looking over his shoulder, which caused his legs to tangle. Tripping, he rolled head over heels and tumbled like a rag doll. Once he stopped, his head spun, and stars danced in his vision. Finally, the dizziness ceased, and the stars gave way to dozens of yellow eyes staring at him.


Frantically, he crab-walked away and bumped into something. Turning, he freaked out as he came face to face, or rather, face to beak, with one of the creatures. Flipping onto his hands and knees, he crawled away and found himself in the center of the group. His head whipped back and forth, desperately searching for a way to escape, but short black creatures with beaks and wings formed a circle around him.


“What’s wrong, human?” one of the creatures said in a screechy voice befitting its appearance.


“He probably thinks we’re gonna eat him,” another screeched.


“If you were a fat grub, we’d try,” another said, which caused them all to do something that resembled laughter; it was a strange and menacing sound, but laughter all the same.


Then, one of them did something unexpected: it began singing, and the others joined at different parts.




“He stumbled down the hill.

Onto the ground, he spilled.

He spilled. He spilled.

Upon our plate, he fell, and on his back,

 He lies crying in surprise.

In surprise. In surprise.

A strange dinner date, not wanting to be ate.

The human thinks we’ll eat ’em; 

The human thinks we’ll eat ’em.

A hearty dish he’ll make if we stick ’em on a spit 

Or boil ’em in a soup.

I wonder how he’ll taste?

Is he sour on the tongue like the fruit we must not eat?

Or sweet like sappy stuff from trees?”





Then, as if cued by the ending of the song, a pot-bellied creature—like them, but bigger—approached, causing the group to scatter off into the night, the occasional yellow flicker from their eyes, the only indication of where they’d gone.


“You’ll have to excuse them,” the pot-bellied creature said.


Tom sat in the dirt and stared in disbelief as he tried to process what he was seeing. Okay, they’re just giant bats….with beaks….long talons….and they happen to be talking. Okay, even thinking about it makes me feel crazy.


“We don’t get many visitors, especially the kind who drop in so unexpectedly,” the creature said, extending his taloned hand. “I’m Leadbelly, the leader of this mischievous bunch.”


“I’m sorry to have barged in,” Tom said. “I was heading up the hill when some horri—,” he paused, deciding to use a different, less inflammatory word. “—something at the top of the hill startled me.” Hesitantly, he reached out and took Leadbelly’s three spindly fingers. The creature showed immense strength for something half Tom's height as it effortlessly pulled him to his feet.


“Hungry?” Leadbelly asked. When I heard we had a guest, I told my chef to whip up something to fill your stomach.


“That's—” Tom hesitated. His eyes said these creatures were menacing and couldn't be trusted, but Leadbelly's actions contradicted that evaluation. “—very kind of you.”


“Wiggletwigs are a very hospitable group, as you'll find out if you join us for dinner,” Leadbelly said, motioning for Tom to follow him up the hill.


Tom followed, but his thoughts kept screaming RUN AWAY! And he would have if he’d had any idea where to run to. As it were, he was utterly lost and alone in the woods, possibly dead, almost certainly with a concussion. At least, that’s how his mind made sense of this strange scene. Besides, dozens of the vicious-looking creatures were undoubtedly watching from the darkness. For all he knew, there could be more of them scattered throughout the woods. Like it or not, he needed information before making any decisions. He'd just have to stay alert, ask questions, and make a break for it when the moment arrived.


Midway up the hill, he found out where some Wiggletwigs had gone. Several were sitting on the ground with long sticks held over a fire.


“What are they roasting?” Tom asked. “It smells delicious.”


“Grubs,” Leadbelly said over his shoulder.


Tom gagged.


“Make yourself comfortable,” Leadbelly said, pointing his long, spindly finger toward one of the six massive stumps surrounding a fire pit.


Tom looked curiously at Leadbelly, who had to climb up to get onto the stump. If these creatures were this village's original inhabitants, they didn’t seem to understand how to scale their furnishings. Further evidence that these creatures hadn't created this village. Choosing the stump furthest from Leadbelly, Tom turned his back to it, placed both hands on the edge, and jumped up.


“I suspect the food will be ready before long,” Leadbelly said.


“I really should keep moving.”


“What’s your hurry?”


“I need to get home. I’m sure someone must have found my Jeep by now.” Tears welled. Desperately, he tried to hold it together. Something told him it wouldn't be good for these creatures to see weakness. Eventually, someone would find the wreck. Then, it wouldn’t take long for Jimmy and Lilly to find out. News traveled fast in Eureka. But would they even care? After all, they'd been the primary victims of his frequent disappearing acts over the years. Maybe he’d pushed the boundaries of their relationship too far. Perhaps they’d be better off without him.


“Where’s home?” Leadbelly asked, which pulled Tom from his musings.


“Eureka Springs.”


“Can’t say I’ve ever heard of Surreeka—”


“Eureka.”


“—but a wise man is coming from the city of the Black Oak in the morning. Maybe he’s heard of Urreeku.”


“Eureka,” Tom corrected.


“Exactly. Besides, I hear your stomach growling from here, so you must be hungry. There’s no use trying to get back without food.”


“Black Oak?” Tom asked, trying to change the subject since he had no intentions of hanging around any longer than necessary. “I don’t recall seeing that name on the signpost; however, one sign said White Oak.”


“Some may refer to it by that name,” Leadbelly said. Suddenly, his mood turned dark, his tone changed, and a flicker of red streaked across his eyes.


Making a mental note to avoid that topic, Tom started to ask another question, but Leadbelly abruptly hopped up and excused himself before heading up the hill. He disappeared into the darkness, leaving Tom with a sense of unease and a multitude of unanswered questions.










CHAPTER SEVEN










KORATHAX WEED





Nameless hid in the branches above the large black cauldron and watched as Fiddlestick tended the stew. With every passing moment, he grew increasingly impatient. Since completing his mission with the human, he'd made a beeline directly for the cauldron, fully expecting to handle his task and be on his way; however, Fiddlestick hadn't taken his eyes off the pot. His whole plan hinged on getting the antidote into the stew before the human ate any, and he wasn’t about to allow Fiddlestick to ruin his plans. So, he’d come up with a lie, drop down, and give the second in command a reason to leave. All he needed was a good enough reason to make him leave and ensure that when things went south, Fiddlestick couldn’t trace the cause back to Nameless. Just as the germ of a plan started forming—involving some supposed instructions from Leadbelly—the big-bellied buffoon popped out of the darkness into the dimly lit circle below.


The red streaks running through his yellow eyes said the human had pushed the right buttons. If the man had any idea how short of a fuse Leadbelly had—especially when dealing with humans—he’d tread lightly. After all, he was more on edge than usual since the Master ordered him to capture the human. Still, the man was probably relatively safe since Leadbelly's fear of the Master was enough to keep his anger in check. After all, the Master was absolutely intolerant of failure. A fact Nameless fully intended to exploit.


“How much longer?” Leadbelly snapped. Reaching out, he snatched the large wooden spoon from Fiddlestick and slurped the stew. “Disgusting,” he said, spitting the juice back into the cauldron. “You’re sure this is what humans eat?”


“Absolutely.”


“You better be right, or so help me...”


“It only requires Korathax weed,” Fiddlestick interrupted.


Typically, interrupting Leadbelly was a sure way to get yourself a beating. Still, Fiddlestick was known for pushing Leadbelly’s buttons and getting away with it. Fiddlestick, through his knowledge of potions, herbs, and a few tricks he’d picked up from the Master along the way, had made him somewhat valuable to Leadbelly.


“Then add the Korathax!”


“Not yet, my lord. The stew isn’t hot enough to absorb the root. If I place it in too early, it won’t have its full effect.”


Nameless’ ears perked. Would the stew be hot enough to absorb the antidote root he planned to add when their backs were turned? He could only hope so since he'd likely only get one small window of opportunity to add the root.


“Well, you best hurry, or I’ll be forced to tear this human limb from limb. I nearly lost it when the filth called the Master’s city White Oak.”


Fiddlestick spat and muttered an ancient Wiggletwig curse.


“I should have ripped him to shreds,” Leadbelly said, waving his arms and kicking at the dust.


“Not to worry, my lord. The prophecies are being fulfilled, and the signs are sure. Soon, the Master will return to his rightful place, and Black Oak will rise from the ashes.”


“I don’t know if I can even look at his ugly face again without losing control.”


“Calm yourself, my lord. Soon, the Master’s guards will arrive and purge our village...”


“My village!”


“Of course, my lord, that is what I meant,” Fiddlestick corrected himself and bowed.


Smart, Nameless thought. Valuable to Leadbelly or not, Fiddlestick was cunning enough to only push the larger Wiggletwig so far. Long ago, Nameless had learned the easiest way to deal with Leadbelly was as simple as calling him lord and bowing. It was a ruse, of course, and soon enough, Nameless would execute his plan, and then all his worthless brothers would bow before him. Of course, he'd have to tear everything apart to reunite the Wiggletwigs under his command. Perhaps, he’d offer Fiddlestick the opportunity to remain as the second.


After several agonizing minutes of Leadbelly’s antics and Fiddlestick soothing him with flattering words, Leadbelly finally departed down the hill, and Fiddlestick wandered off into the night toward his tree. Seizing the opportunity, Nameless dropped to the ground behind the cauldron. He pulled leaves and roots from the pouch tied around his waist and sniffed each before settling on the brown root with the sweet odor. Ripping it into tiny pieces, he tossed it in the cauldron, snickered, and scurried off into the darkness.










CHAPTER EIGHT










THE SUMMONS





Nasovey got a tighter grip on the cover and rolled away as his mom caressed his cheek with her paw.


“The courier stopped by this morning,” she said and dropped something on top of the cover.


“Mom, please. I’m trying to sleep.”


“Okay, sweetheart,” she said, her voice distant now.


Finally, Nasovey thought. He just wanted to sleep in a bit longer. Was that too much to ask?


“I just thought you’d like to know the letter is sealed—”


So what! All letters are sealed.


“—with the King’s seal.”


“The royal seal,” Nasovey exclaimed, throwing back the covers, which sent the scroll flying across the room and him scrambling from bed, chasing after it. Sure enough, it was the King’s seal, but why would the King send something to him of all Swiftfoot? Surely it was meant for his dad or mom. They were the more likely ones to receive official parcels from the King.


“Well?” his mom asked from the doorway.


“Are you sure this is for me?”


“That’s what the courier said.”


“Why not open it and find out?”


“Scared to.”


“Don’t be silly,” she said, sitting on the floor beside him.


With a little nudge from her, he carefully cracked the wax and unrolled the scroll.


“I’ve been summoned topside to meet with the King,” he said excitedly.


“Summoned! When?”


“Today.”


“Then there’s no time to waste,” she said, grabbing the worn satchel from its place on the bedpost and filling it with various items before looping the strap over his shoulder. “Off you go. We don’t keep the King waiting.”


“Can I put my vest on?” Nasovey asked, setting the satchel aside and putting on his nicest vest—well, perhaps not the nicest vest. After all, this one was faded, and there was a hole in the pocket, which he’d been asking his mom to sew. All that aside, this was his lucky vest.


“Morning, Dad,” Nasovey said as he sprinted through the kitchen, snagged a ball of oats mixed with honey from the kitchen table, shoved it in his mouth, and made a beeline for the lift gate.


“Where’s the fire?”


Nasovey mumbled something that he couldn’t even understand through the mouthful of oats. Without taking the time to chew and swallow to provide an intelligible explanation, he started cranking the handle to raise the platform. At the top, he released the handle and hopped off the platform, allowing it to lower itself back into the den. 


Outside, he didn’t bother with the gate and instead jumped the fence, something his mother would have frowned upon. When his padded feet touched the dirt street, he turned left and sprinted toward the city square where a few Swiftfoot Elders were undoubtedly sitting. Usually, he’d stop and greet them, as was the unspoken rule of Swiftfoot culture, but not today. After all, most of them would probably understand his impertinence, at least in this instance, or he hoped they would at least. Of course, Elder Pin’roe would complain, but that wouldn’t have anything to do with proper etiquette. He’d just use that as an excuse to take a shot at Nasovey’s family. Nasovey really had to get his dad to tell him what had happened between the two of them one day.


Right on cue, Elder Pin’roe called out, “What’s the hurry?” as Nasovey entered the square at a full sprint.


“Sorry, can’t talk, been summoned,” was his brief reply as he exited between the two structures on the far side of the square.


Nasovey smiled. Yep, one day, he’d have to make sure his dad told him about the time he’d betrayed Elder Pin’roe. Setting those thoughts aside until later, he sprinted along the dirt road, waving as he passed some other Watcher hopefuls who were no doubt curious about his destination. He’d have to catch up with them later and tell them all about being summoned. He’d be the envy of the hopefuls. That was unless it wasn’t good news. No, of course, it was good news and the others were going to be so jealous.


“Good morning, Nasovey,” the old guard called as he reached the wall.


“Morning,” he replied, blowing past him and turning left inside the tunnel. Once again, he’d probably skipped proper procedures by not stopping and requesting permission to enter. But, again, he’d have to deal with that later. As long as he didn’t forget proper etiquette when in the presence of the King, everybody else should understand.


Nasovey smiled as his spring-like legs drove him effortlessly into sharp turns without slowing. He recalled his first few months in Watcher training. Once, while trying to keep up with the more senior cadets, he’d underestimated how sharp one of the turns was, lost traction, and slammed into the wall. Perhaps the worst part was that he’d caused several others to wipe out.


Nowadays, all that had changed. He’d finally hit a growth spurt, officially making him only slightly shorter than most others. He hadn’t actually seen his muscles get bigger. After all, it was tough to see through his fur, but he’d certainly felt the change. No longer was he the runt. In some of the tunnel drills, he was even outperforming some of the bigger hopefuls. His dad would say being overly impressed with his abilities was foolish. Then, he’d say that any first-year hopeful could travel the new, much better maintained tunnels. Then he’d follow that up with stories about the tunnels outside the city where the real challenges lay.


If he’d heard the stories once, he’d heard them a dozen times while his dad and mom had relived the glory days at Nasovey’s expense. Still, he couldn’t help but be a little curious about their adventures. It was just too bad that he’d never experience them for himself. From what he’d heard in class, the tunnels were unsafe long before the Watchers stopped using them, and most thought they’d probably collapsed in on themselves by now. That didn’t keep the seniors from threatening to force Watcher hopefuls to spend the night in the tunnels as a rite of passage. Of course, it was all in jest since entering the old tunnels was forbidden by the Elders.


Before long, the tunnel started to ascend. From what he’d learned during Maps class, this side had two climbs and one descent. If the maps were correct—which they always were—the parts that ascended and descended were straight. So, at the top, he didn’t think twice about leaping as he crested the hill, giving him the momentary feeling of weightlessness. Once his feet touched the smooth floor, he slid down the long slope to the bottom, where he started the second climb.


Sadly, he wouldn’t get to repeat the stunt since midway up the hill on the right was the bright spot in the wall, which indicated he’d reached his next turn. Not slowing, he leaned hard right, which caused his momentum to carry him up the tunnel wall. Several feet later, he shoved off and landed in stride. If he recalled his lessons correctly, this tunnel ended abruptly. Very abruptly, he thought, since he’d barely shoved off the wall before it ended. Not slowing, he allowed his momentum to carry him out of the tunnel. He glided through the air, feeling the wind against his fur. Just before his paws touched the glowing marble floor, he spun one-hundred eighty degrees, landed softly, and bowed.



