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	Primal Heartbeat






This book is dedicated to all those who have been through painful experiences. Your wounds may be internal, but they are your battle scars. Remember, you are warriors.






			Disclaimer

			This book is a work of fiction. Certain historical words or places with some similarities to our own world may be used to immerse you fully, in this fantasy world. All characters are imaginary, while teeming with humanity and struggles that the reader can relate to, they are not based on any persons living or dead.





			Trigger Warning

			This book contains references to sexual assault, gore, incest and larger age gaps. Reader discretion is advised. The recommended age for the reader is New Adult with recommended minimum reader age of 16+.







			The Primal Heartbeat, book one, was first published in 2004. Originally meant to be a trilogy for my Stars Fallen series, it took me many years to be inspired to write the sequel.

			The books are centred around the characters’ enduring love, despite going through terrible ordeals. These novels helped me through my own experiences. They are dedicated to all those who can still love and find beauty in the world despite the sad things other humans cause them to endure. It is also a story of redemption, and never losing hope that your dreams will be fulfilled in the end.
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			Part One: The Prophecy






			Chapter One

			On a cold winter’s night in 1700 CE, an adolescent boy stirs the embers of the hearth. His grandfather sits in an old wicker cane chair. The man is ancient. He rubs his scabbed and wrinkled hands, trying to keep the certainty of death from his failing body. He is to tell the lad his heritage. Someone must carry on the knowledge, or all that I know will be lost forever.

			A horse and carriage clatter by, a sign of the changing times. A smithy puts hammer to cooling steel as the sounding work-bell releases coal miners from their workings on the Earth Mother’s inner self, her primal heartbeat. 

			‘We begin this tale in 306 CE, a time when magic is at its peak, romance made its greatest stories and where anyone could become a hero. We are in a time where mankind has been corrupted and disease and murder reign free.

			‘I hope to lighten your heart with the tale of a very special lass: Stars Fallen.’

			***

			Fear, cold sweat, twigs snap underfoot. Danger, flee, must save unborn child.

			‘There she is,’ shouted Ankanlee.

			The three hunters released their taut bowstrings in choreographed action. Twang, fft, fft. One arrow missed, two hit the target. One pierced the mother doe’s heart, the other through that female’s world striking her love, her child.

			‘Praise the spirits of creation as mother of all deer gives her body to be nourishment for the Crykenuak, the children of the stars,’ said Mejanuak.

			‘Now, the three bold hunters of the best people will eat of mother doe’s heart, drink of her strengthening blood,’ said Telutanka.

			Like most men of their tribe, the three hunters were nearly bald except for a long ponytail at the back of their heads. Dressed in loincloth and sandals, all three had brown eyes. They were on the hunt for a great feast for the jovial spring celebration. And the doe was the symbol of springtime life.

			‘Our women and children will eat of intestine and blood meats. They will rejoice in our prowess,’ said Ankanlee.

			‘Let it be so,’ said Mejanuak.

			Ankanlee placed the animal on the ground and slit her underbelly—throat to urethra. They drank her warm blood as it steamed in the morning air. After they had gorged themselves greedily, they unravelled the intestines and set them aside, withdrew the heart, liver and fetus. Then, with their fleshing knives, they skinned the doe. Lugging everything over their shoulders, they headed back to the camp covered in the lifeblood of the once wild and free animal.

			A female child, not worthy of a name, scabbed marrowbone and unfit meat from the smouldering ashes of the once glorious springtime celebration. They had spit roasted mother deer. Everyone had partaken except this child and her mother, who her tribe had named Taboo Breaker. If I was a boy, Mama would have been murdered and Auntie would have raised me. She lived in a male-orientated world. Gathering the precious morsels of food, the child snuck back to her mother, who was asleep.

			The nameless girl sat down outside her hut and sucked the tangy white marrow from the bones she’d scavenged. Piercing a hole in an eyeball, the child drank the tangy but sour liquid inside. She looked at the rest of her meagre meal and wondered if she could eat a little more. There were two more marrow filled bones, another eyeball and a kidney. Yuck kidneys, Mama can have that. As the child ate, her eyes followed the other little girls and boys playing.

			There were fifteen other children in the tribe. The eight boys were wrestling each other for the prize of a new bow and seven little girls looked on in admiration, occasionally squealing when a pair rolled their way.

			Can I sneak off before Mama wakes? Today was washing day, and the girl hated helping her mother display their few meagre cloth items while all the other girls pointed and laughed. The girl grimaced. They always laugh. The girl rose and scratched at the large sores on her legs from her past beatings, two of them a new gift that morning. The girl had walked in on her mother being harassed by Ankanlee, as his wife was too heavily pregnant. He had struck her as he shooed her out.

			After he had finished with her mother, for extra humiliation, he left her mother twelve yams, making her seem worthless. The nameless girl spat harshly on the ground at the memory and rose. Her eyes darted to their tent and she scowled. ‘I will help you, Mama, especially after what you have been through today,’ she whispered.






Chapter Two

			In sleep, Taboo Breaker lost herself in the world of her past, dreaming fond memories of passionate embraces, loving words and unforgivable crimes, as she let her story flow.

			The sun rose above the village. A beautiful summer morning like any other. Women rose and built fires for the morning meal. Children swam in the gleaming waters of the village lake. It looked like any other village with its conical huts covered in the skin of wild animals and structured with their bones. However, who was to know the events that would unfold that day.

			Melowy, or Singing Bird as she was often known, awoke to these familiar sounds and thought of the men who were out hunting. They were hunting for the feast that would occur tomorrow in honour of Telutanka, or Sun Warrior, who was to wed Melowy. Only a virgin female could wed, and even then, could not choose who to. Other women became objects of pleasure for the tribe’s men when their women were pregnant.

			Melowy secretly wept at night, dreaming of a love that might be. Dreaming of a man she could love and be loved by in return. Melowy thought about the man she was being given to. Even in her innocence, she knew that Telutanka did not love her, only lusted after her. Melowy knew she was appealing with her slender figure, dark green eyes and honey blonde hair that ended at her feet, her baby-soft skin, supple young breasts and a voice like the birds she was named after.

			Melowy was frightened of what Telutanka was to do to her. She knew children did not come of kissing, but of something more. Melowy had become a woman two moons ago. She was the pride of her father, who also had three gangly adolescent sons and two homely barren daughters. Melowy sighed and rose to do her chores.

			The father of the stars, the tribal god Sorendee, who was one with Earth Mother, took pity on this young beauty. While his perfect sons slept, he sent his youngest and most beloved son, Gepatok, on a comet to fulfil Melowy’s dream. But the green-eyed monster, jealousy, that no star knows, hides in mankind’s hearts and allows innocent eighteen-year-old girls to be named taboo breaker when they fall in love.

			Melowy looked up from hauling in her fishing net to the sounds of drums beating. The women around her started chatting excitedly; children ran laughing towards the noise. The villagers headed to the central fire. The hunters had returned boasting of their skills and lugging bear and deer carcasses. Trebrelan, or Star Scryer the mystic, had arrived with his clowns, who gave out gifts, cartwheeled and juggled. His circus included dancing women and strange animals that nickered and pulled their burdens and his wolf-like dogs. He brought stories of dangerous adventures and funny jokes. He had two new foundling apprentices that stood next to him, cold eyes staring straight ahead, taking everything in.

			Melowy ran towards the jovial celebrations but stumbled and fell at the feet of one of the foundling mages. Looking up, she gasped.

			***

			Gepatok knew his purpose. He had woken on earth with his father’s encouragement. The five-thousand-year-old being looked no older than eighteen.

			He remembered the words his father had told him. ‘Fall in love, my son. Bring forth a child worthy of the stars.’

			Fall in love with mankind? Impossible, Father. Gepatok hated the ways of men with their dominating masculinity, destructive wars and yet … their women were gentle, yearning for the sun in their directed lives and bringing forth life from within that secret woman’s world.

			Thump. Brought forth from his thoughts, Gepatok looked down. His heart paused and started at a double pace. Gepatok’s words stuck in his throat. The warmth of a man’s longing spread throughout his body and beads of sweat formed on his skin. He blushed and offered Melowy his hand. ‘Are you okay Melowy?’ Gepatok stuttered.

			Melowy’s eyes widened in shock. ‘Who are you?’

			‘I am Little Star, or Gepatok. Our souls just mated, and our hearts linked. You are to be mine and I will be yours. The stars have spoken, and our names were among them,’ said Gepatok.

			The crowd turned and laughed at Gepatok.

			‘Ahh, we have a poet among us. You can announce your work at mine and Melowy’s wedding which will take place tonight in honour of Trebrelan, instead of on the morn,’ announced Telutanka, angered and displeased at Gepatok’s display.

			Melowy was led away by her mother, Kenra, or Little Woman, to ready her for the ritual.

			Gepatok, hurt and confused, stalked off into the woods for solitude and advice from his father.

			***

			‘Mother, I do not want to marry Telutanka.’ Melowy wept.

			‘Hush, my child. I did not want to marry your father, Teja, but I do love him now. I loved the chief when I was but a wee one like you. It is not a woman’s world me love. We must endure and draw what happiness we can from what we are forced to do. Now dress, my child,’ said Kenra.

			Kenra left the hut. Despairing, Melowy dressed.

			***

			As the moon arose in the distant sky, no stars were present to give their blessing to the forthcoming ceremony. The flames of the feast fire consumed the raw meats hungrily. Smoke billowed high into the air as a chilling wind began to blow. A figure lost in thought stood motionless near the tent that Melowy shared with her family as the wind toyed with his long hair. Thirteen-year-old Trebrelan thought about the bride-to-be. A teenager is being forced to marry one she does not love; one I do not trust. 

			Unlike these tribal people, he was of a different race, one that lived in the forests. One that mankind called elves. I must help her escape. He withdrew a scroll from the pocket of his robes and began to recite the words.

			‘Calmatis Stormus Surgerious.’

			The wind began to howl and loosed the ribbon from his hair. Trebrelan began to chase it, snatching at the air as the wind carried it away. As grey storm clouds began to form, tears welled in the boy’s eyes. That was Father’s last gift to my mother and now it’s gone.

			***

			Melowy stood ready, waiting for the return of her mother. Her mother did not come. She heard footsteps. The skin flap door was pulled back suddenly and Gepatok stood silhouetted against a sky that was beginning to rage. A storm that would sweep the tracks of the young couple away as they started running towards the forest. 

			Gepatok and Melowy took shelter in a cave they had found after running for half the night. They had thrown off their pursuers in the storm.

			Gepatok had packed enough food to last two days, and brought kindling, tinder, flint, and wood. He had also brought water and a huge bearskin blanket. This was packed into a bag made of deerskin. He lit a fire and rationed the food into six meals. That night, the couple ate of a hastily prepared stew with slivers of dried meat and chunks of turnip, onion and potato. After their meal, they talked of their likes, hates and misgivings. The sky outside stayed dark, raging with thunder and torrential rain. Tiring, the young couple lay wrapped in each other’s arms and covered by the bearskin blanket. Their eyes met and something clicked.

			‘I’m in love with you Melowy.’

			‘I love you too.’

			Gepatok drew Melowy close and removed their clothing and he took her mouth with his own. Their shadows danced in the light of the dying fire in response to their passion.

			The storm subsided in two days. Melowy and Gepatok travelled on for four weeks like hunted animals, the truth of the chase reflected in their haunted eyes. 

			Melowy touched her abdomen and smiled sadly at Gepatok. ‘My menses haven’t returned.’

			Gepatok kissed her, he drew back and grinned. ‘You will have our baby in nine moons.’ His eyebrows furrowed in concern. ‘We need to tread where other’s rarely venture to keep you and our child safe.’

			He grabbed Melowy’s hand and they left the known tracks, hoping to throw their pursuers off. They heard a shout and Telutanka came into view. The couple began to run.

			Twang. Too late. An arrow pierced Melowy’s stomach.

			‘You bastard,’ shouted Gepatok and threw himself at Telutanka.

			One of the village’s tracking dogs cornered Melowy as she slumped to the ground. Gepatok hammered Telutanka into unconsciousness with the back of the dagger he had managed to capture.

			‘Gepatok, help,’ whispered Melowy. She had begun to miscarry.

			‘Melowy, oh Melowy. Listen, I know you love me, but I must leave you. I must go. I will live on in our child because I’m giving up my soul to become one with her,’ said Gepatok.

			‘No, I need you, don’t,’ Melowy said urgently.

			‘If I don’t, you will both die too,’ said Gepatok.

			Gepatok slit his throat, the warm blood seeped down his arm as he knelt next to Melowy. The arrow wound in Melowy’s stomach closed, she screamed and sat up.

			‘No, my love … no.’ She placed her hand on his cheek as he collapsed to the ground. His hand clasped hers and the warm blood dried on their arms, bonding them for eternity.

			‘I was honoured to love you Melowy. I will find you in the palace of the gods if you find a way to give yourself for the greater good.’ He closed his eyes and his hand slipped to the ground.

			Melowy sobbed and kissed him repeatably. Her elven father, Teja, approached her and dragged her away from the body as the sun’s rays sparkled over Gepatok. The body erupted in specs of dancing light that enveloped Melowy.

			‘Her lover was a child of the stars. We cannot execute her for fear of the Gods’ wrath. Melowy, you are hereby banished to the outskirts of the village to fend for yourself. Be grateful you are allowed to live. You are now named Taboo Breaker and your child will not have a name. Strip her of her belongings.’

			Melowy struggled and scowled at her father as she was stripped by Ankanlee. Teja turned and picked up her belongings and strode towards the path. ‘Bring her, Ankanlee. She is soiled.’

			Melowy whimpered as Ankanlee ripped her clothing and ran his hands over her body. She turned and kicked him and he grabbed her arm and yanked her towards him. ‘After the brat is born you are free game as long as I trade for your services. How else will you feed your spawn?’

			Melowy was thrust away from him and the frigid air hit her body, she shivered and followed the others towards the village.

			





Chapter Three

			Taboo Breaker awoke to see Trebrelan standing over her. ‘I have your daughter and will take care of her.’

			‘You’re taking my child?’ asked Melowy.

			‘Yes, because I know what you intend to do to yourself. Is there no way that I can prevent you?’ 

			‘No, if I give myself to be sacrificed, I can leave to be with the stars.’

			‘Come with me, my friend,’ said Trebrelan gently.

			‘No, they come for me now, look after her, my dear friend.’ Melowy wept.

			The villagers came for her. Trebrelan stood in the doorway refusing to allow them to enter.

			Teja mumbled something and a gust of air caused Lan to stagger.

			‘That should have thrown you,’ mumbled Teja.

			Lan grinned. ‘I am a mystic. I can stay on my feet when others cannot.’

			‘Step aside elfling.’ Teja took a step towards Trebrelan.

			‘I will forgive the insult.’ Trebrelan stepped towards Teja. ‘She has a child. How can you think of letting her kill herself?’

			Teja stared at Ankanlee who darted behind Trebrelan and dragged Melowy outside.

			‘Leave, elfling, and take her child to that school of yours. Hanton’s prophecy has come to pass.’

			‘I cannot be responsible for a child. Especially a divine one.’ He backed towards Melowy. ‘Melowy, how can you abandon your child? My mother can offer you and your daughter refuge.’

			The village men lowered their spears at Trebrelan and he eased away.

			‘Go, Trebrelan. I am over this life.’ Melowy was dragged towards the centre of the village and tied to a post. Trebrelan sprinted towards the forest where he had left the sleeping child. He picked her up. She blinked and yawned as he left the village. 

			‘Mama, Mama,’ screamed the child. The village erupted in flames.

			Oh, my gods, what a powerful and dangerous child. He cast a sleeping spell on the girl.

			Trebrelan headed through the forest and into a rich and fertile valley. The girl slung over his shoulder began to grizzle and awaken.

			Geez, two hours and she’s already thrown the effects of the spell. Most people cannot for at least four, thought the mystic.

			‘Hello, young one. I’m here for you,’ he whispered to her.

			‘No, I want my mama,’ cried the child.

			‘She has passed into the summer lands, dear child,’ Trebrelan said, trying to soothe her.

			‘But she be alive a short time ago,’ said the child.

			‘The summer lands is not a place of eternal rest. It is but a place of viewing your life before so that ye may go on to another life,’ said Trebrelan.

			‘Ha? What da that mean?’ asked the child.

			‘It is something like heaven except you have the opportunity to return,’ said Trebrelan.

			‘Oh, so when ya get dead you go and sit in the sky and wait till the Goddess says go on downed,’ said the girl child.

			Trebrelan placed the child on her feet. ‘Yes, something like that. Now come inside and we can commence the evening meal,’ said Trebrelan.

			The mystic led her into a small brick cottage. The smell of cooking stew wavered on the air. A large iron pot bubbled over a blackened hearth. The house was lit by candles and smelled of wildflowers in the summer. An elderly lady sat in a rocking chair by the fire. She had long silver hair that cascaded to her feet, a face ravaged from years of bracing the elements and blind white eyes.

			‘Ahh … Ahh … Witch, wun or da the witch will get ya,’ stuttered the scared girl.

			‘Settle, child, it’s just my mother. And yes, she was a witch in her day. She travelled, giving help to those who needed it. But she be a good one,’ said Trebrelan.

			‘Son, is that you?’ asked the old lady.

			‘Yes, Mother,’ said the mystic.

			‘I smell a young child.’ She sniffed the air. ‘Feed her to me,’ said the old woman.

			‘Nooooo!’ screamed the girl and she started bawling.

			The old woman began to laugh. ‘It’s okay, young one. I’d do no such thing.’ With that, the elderly woman removed the glamoire spell upon herself and resumed her proper profile as a woman around fifty with long, plaited, silver hair, caring and loving brown eyes and a smile that was hard to beat. But the corner of her mouth suggested cunning and a love of pranks.

			‘I am Regona of the earth, Lan’s mother. I will tend to you,’ comforted the old lady.

			The child stopped bawling.

			‘You should not have scared her so, considering her mother has just passed away.’ Trebrelan glared.

			‘What? You told me you were just going to get her, not kill her ma,’ gasped the old woman.

			‘I did no such thing,’ said Trebrelan.

			‘Who did? By the way, I was going on the fact that an ill-treated child would want cheering-up.’ The old woman hushed him.

			‘Fine, fine, Ma. Leave it at that,’ stated Trebrelan.

			Regona looked down at the child and spoke calmly.

			‘I’m sorry if I scared you so. I hope that you will forgive me. I wish you to be like a granddaughter. I will love ya like the daughters I lost to the Shadow Masters. You need a name.’

			 Regona looked at her son.

			‘She has one, one that is stated in the prophecies. Stars Fallen, Telewanake. On the night she was pushed into this world stars zoomed overhead and crashed upon this earth. She is the daughter of Gepatok, a child of the stars,’ Trebrelan said enthusiastically.

			‘This is she?’ whispered Regona, exchanging looks with her son. Telewanake looked at the two adults.

			‘What’s a profisee?’ questioned the girl.

			‘You will understand child, one day. Now come, Telewanake, time to eat. We do not eat of the animals here as the great mother provides enough for all her creatures,’ said Regona.

			‘Who is Tellawonky?’ asked the confused girl.

			‘You, child, that is your name,’ said Trebrelan.

			‘I have a name? … Did my mummy give it to me?’ asked Telewanake.

			‘No, the gods ordained it,’ said Regona.

			The three sat and ate the vegetable stew.

			‘Dis is nice even dow there is no flesh from the Goddess,’ murmured Telewanake.

			‘Why eat of another living creature when the mother has given us the green of the land, the fruit of the tree, her breath that rustles our hair and her tears which quench our thirst?’ asked Regona.

			‘But animals are part of Mother Earth. If we want to be a part of her, they must be a part of us,’ said Telewanake.

			‘Precious child, we are all born from the earth, how can we not be a part of each other?’ Regona smiled.

			‘I never thought of it like dat afore,’ whispered Telewanake.

			‘Do not worry your pretty face lassie.’ Regona laughed. ‘It will all make sense one day.’

			‘I not pretty, I a bad girl, not supposed to have a name cause Mama was bad and my Dadda a demon,’ the child whispered.

			‘No, Ake, you are but a wee lassie with your parents gone. You were treated poorly by your tribe and have come to live among us. We will look after thee. Now it is time to get ye off to bed.’ Regona smiled.

			





Chapter Four

			As the god Mercury lit the lantern on a new day, the north wind caressed a great oak tree’s leaves and water shimmered on a lake in a forbidden valley. An old man put flint to stone and prepared his morning meal of tubers and summer berries. His grandchildren splashed in the lake, absorbed in their youthful innocence. This would seem like a normal scene if it weren’t for the tears streaming down the elderly man’s wizened face as he listened for the screams bound to come. He whiffed the air for the taint of blood and body excretions where the slaves were being beaten into submission, for this valley was a slave hold. The man’s blind eyes could not see, but his heart remembered the anguish of his own enslavement.

			Three thousand kilometres away a child woke crying from the vision she had seen.

			‘Ake, Ake are ye alright youngin?’ asked Regona, hugging Ake.

			‘There be a man and he sees no light but scents life on the winds. He pains for what I now know, to be free. But he will not taste it but go into der heavens at moonrise. I don’t wanna him to go away, help him old Ma,’ stuttered an anguished Ake.

			‘Hush, child, it is but a nightmare.’ Regona tutted.

			‘No, it’s not, it’s real,’ cried Ake.

			‘I’ll consult the runes, sweet, and then we will see but now we must break our fast. Today you have been with us two months and the grief for your mother seems to have lightened somewhat. Lan will take ye yonder in der village for some learning,’ said Regona.

			‘But old Ma, the man, the man,’ said Ake.

			‘I will read the runes, but off to breaky and your learning or you’ll be late,’ Regona firmly stated. And she ushered the girl out of the room.

			Ake sat down at the table pondering on what she had just seen. The girl looked down at her half-eaten breakfast of thick porridge with milk and honey. Lan was looking at some ancient scrolls and sipping a mug of tea, he looked over to her and told her to eat up. She finished her breakfast and rose.

			‘What’s wrong Ake?’ asked Lan.

			Ake explained the vision to Lan. 

			Lan’s face creased with worry. ‘It is probably best you don’t worry about it, Ake, I will look into it for you.’ 

			Lan stood and handed her honey cakes for her midday snack and Regona kissed Ake on the cheek and watched Lan and Ake leave.

			***

			‘Children, after me. Eriu, land of bog and hill where Sidhe do dwell,’ said Ms Bozz.

			Schooling took place inside a stone building. The children of the Axeton village school chanted in time as they sat on logs surrounding a central fire pit.

			Just then the door opened and a small girl with blonde tresses to her shoulders and grey-blue eyes entered. She had lips as red as blood and cheekbones that finished where her eyes began. Ake moved with an unearthly grace more likely found in an older maiden. Oozing an aura that revealed her energetic tribal heritage, Telewanake approached Ms Bozz.

			‘Ahh, mam, I’m here to get some learning,’ said the child. The recipient ignored the child.

			‘Mam, mam, I’m here to get some learning. Old Ma sent me, I’m not too late ’cause it’s just after breakfast,’ said Telewanake, pulling on the skirts of the teacher.

			Slap! The sound rebounded off the stone contours of the schoolhouse. The chanting children watched in awe as the teacher hit the young girl across the hand with some kindling.

			Telewanake, stunned and with tears coursing down her angelic face, stumbled and fell against the stone wall.

			‘Why, mam, what did I do?’ asked the innocent child as her hand began to turn red.

			The teacher sniffed and slowly lowered her eyes to the child shivering and curled up in the fetal position against the cold stone. 

			Ms Bozz opened her mouth and, deliberately choosing her words, she uttered, ‘Children should be seen and not heard. They should always obey adults and never speak out of turn. Little girls should curtsey and wait and always step in line when a man says. You, child, have broken two of these rules.’

			Ms Bozz pointed to a log and Telewanake rose, and half walked, half stumbled to the seat as her sobs faded.

			‘Time to buy your midday meal. Be sure to return when I ring the bell,’ said Ms Bozz uncaringly.

			The children filed out in two orderly lines, eyes to the front. Telewanake, still shaken, ran and vomited in a nearby bush. A young boy, about twelve, wandered up to Ake and offered her a scrap of material ripped from his shirt to blow her nose.

			‘Don’t worry, shez just a prig with an apple stuck up her hiney.’ He gave her a kind smile. ‘She’s only filling in though, lovely Miss Karin died of the pox, but me mam will be teaching next month. I’m Little Fella. I get me name when I turn thirteen. I’ll be a man. You don’t get names till they know you will live past all the normal childhood diseases. Do you have any idea what you may get? See I’m gonna get a good name because I’m in the training.’ He pointed to the set of throwing knives belted at his hip.

			‘I don’t have folks, but I have a mystic and an old Ma and I got a name,’ said Ake smiling up at him.

			‘Ah come on, you got no name, you not be past eight summers. And you got no mystic.’ Little Fella laughed.

			‘I do so, his name is Trebrelan. And I’m Telewanake.’

			‘Telwonkee,’ pronounced the boy.

			‘No, Tel-a-wa-narkey,’ spelled Ake.

			‘Do you have something shorter?’ asked the little boy.

			‘Yeah, Ar-key.’ Ake sounded out her name.

			Ding-ding-allying sounded the handheld brass bell. Ms Bozz yelled for school to restart. All the children re-entered the building.

			





Chapter Five

			School finished, and the children returned to their homes before darkness fell. Ake waited anxiously for Lan. Ten minutes passed, fifteen, twenty. It slowly started to grow dark. A wolf howled in the surrounding forest. A hooded man headed towards the school. His countenance was that of an angry man, his anger beyond redemption. The man lifted his huge black eyes towards the child. They had lost their normal lustre. Dark clouds gathered and a light drizzle began. The man pulled back his hood and ran his fingers through his long, scruffy black hair. And then he uttered a cry filled with malice. ‘Shadow Scout, show your true self for ye shall never appease my anger until your whole race is decreed dead.’

			Ake stepped up to him. ‘Are we playing a new kind of game Lan?’ 

			‘No, Ake, Ms Bozz is a spy for the Shadow Masters who take a flesh tithe of children from the villages to satisfy their hunger needs. She is what is called a Shadow Scout. She wants you but I will kill her first. Now, Ake, you must go on home to Old Ma. Do not dawdle as night approaches and with it unmentionable darkness that wipes away souls as if they did not exist,’ explained Lan.

			Ake, trembling with fear but determined to help Lan, stated she would not leave his side.

			This is one courageous child; how can I not undermine her but make her leave? Then an idea sparked in his sharp mind. ‘Who is to look after Old Ma if we both stay here?’ asked Lan.

			‘Oh, how come I did not think of this by Dee. She is needing my looking after,’ Ake stated proudly.

			Ake half ran and half stumbled home with her love for her family seeping into her soul.

			Lan headed to the door of the schoolhouse and entered quietly and carefully as not to upset the shadows that concealed him. A sudden movement out of the corner of his eye captured his attention and his gaze followed and settled on a figure in the middle of the room.

			‘Ah, elfling, you have come to meet your untimely end,’ snarled the apparition.

			It was more commonly known as Ms Bozz, even though her disguise was not needed now. Her red eyes were small, and her face was that of death aged beyond recognition. Just a few layers of skin stretched over ancient bones. Her hair, now straggling ends, were once luscious and had known the grip of countless lovers’ hands as they experienced the pleasures of love. Her teeth were cracked and black.

			‘These ancient and withered hands that had caressed so many endeared ones and took the life of many fair and innocent maidens. Oh, the memories of youth that no one can deny me. When the men found their loves dead, in their grief I comforted them with my own body. Drianna has similar plans for you, elfling.’

			In the few moments Ms Bozz was reminiscing, Lan had managed to cover the distance between himself and the spectre.

			‘Ahh, Bozzwanna of the once great city of Gloriu Reigisn is now but a downcast, murdering hag.’ Lan laughed.

			‘Manling of a mystic not past twenty-two summers, child of Regona who’s many whoring daughters provided for my blood lust,’ Bozzwanna growled.

			‘Bitch, you had Liken, Kora and Goriard raped, and you call them whores? You killed the innocent babes of theirs. Then, when they were barren, you had them tortured to death. You are the cow that ruined the lives of many!’ yelled Lan.

			‘Ad-jurac minsing artruro Lan dos elflin minsing arturo nigimatre hun sen hun sen,’ Bozzwanna cried, casting her spell in the language of darkness.

			Fear flooded his mind then Lan collapsed from an agonising scream inside his head. A fiery burning began in his legs and travelled to his lungs, causing him to gasp. It was agonising to breathe. Bozzwanna’s evil laugh echoed off the building and hail began to fall. Lan’s last cry as he drifted into darkness was an earth-binding spell.

			‘My heart is pure, my mind is canny. Bind me to this plane,’ he whispered.

			Bozzwanna cackled and left the building only to come face to face with Regona.

			‘Ahh, ancient whore mother, have you come for what now belongs to me?’ cackled Bozzwanna.

			‘Mother of all, father of air, to my side. Destroy a child of Drianna. Lay your blessings on my child and bind him to this plane. So, mote it be,’ Regona yelled.

			Before Regona could finish Bozzwanna teleported herself and Lan to her crypt.

			Lan awoke groaning, bringing a hand to his head. He sat up, noticing the expensive rug beneath him in a strange, richly furnished room. He shivered in the cold as he had been stripped of his clothes and weapons. He still felt groggy following Bozzwanna’s attack, and it took some time for him to regain enough strength to stand. A guard stood at the door, listening as Bozzwanna gave him instructions. Bozzwanna turned and approached Lan, casting a binding spell over him. Lan couldn’t move, he tried to struggle, but in vain. A strange feeling crept into his mind and spread throughout his body. Fear surged through him and sweat beaded down his body. His thoughts began to cloud, and he began to lose his sense of self as he tried to fight the confusion spell.

			Bozzwanna laughed as she saw Lan’s eyes glaze over. She cast another spell on Lan and his muscles relaxed, and he knew he could move again. He flexed his hands and tried to make a run for the door. A pained cry filled the room. Lan stopped and turned. A woman sat on a red feather bed, freshly bathed and dressed in red silks. The woman wept; a sword held to her throat. Lan stared at the ground in despair. His shoulders slumped. He uttered a guttural cry. ‘Don’t hurt her! Please don’t do this,’ he begged.

			‘Enough! You will perform at Drianna’s bidding,’ said Bozzwanna. She whispered into his ear, casting a lust and fertility spell on him. Lan smelt the sickly scent of incense burning in the holders by the door and saw the flicker of a dozen candles. Up surged an animalistic urge he had never experienced before. He looked up, his eyes drawn to the woman on the sensuous bed. She looked no older than twenty-three. His mind said he should know her, but the ever-increasing oppressive fog would not clear. The girl spoke but her words were incoherent. Bozzwanna’s spell ripped away his senses and reduced him to the status of animal. A man’s need overtook him, and he slunk on all fours across the bed.

			The girl was beautiful but cowering in the corner. He grabbed her, forced her down and his cloudy mind caused him to ignore her screams as he put his full weight on her. When dawn came, and the spell was broken, he realised what he had done.

			Lan turned to his sister cowering up against the wall.

			‘Oh, Goriard, what have I done?’ he cried. Tears slid down his cheeks. He reached for her but she whimpered and moved back.

			Lan hung his head in shock and shame. He pushed down the urge to vomit as a bout of nausea threatened to overwhelm him. I can never be forgiven for this. He looked at his sister. ‘Goriard, I did not know what happened, words cannot abate what I did, but I will get us home to Mother.’ 

			‘Mama, my mama,’ the woman whimpered. Hesitantly she reached for her brother. They embraced, weeping together.

			***

			Meanwhile, Bozzwanna gazed into the room through her crystal ball. She laughed and turned to her goddess who was visiting in the form of an ample and sensuous woman.

			‘You have done well, Bozzwanna, you shall be rewarded with the looks of your youth for eternity. The child born of this coupling will be my tool against Regona, the messenger of Dee. Now, we must get rid of this mystic and make the girl bear her child so that you may raise him to do my bidding,’ ordered Drianna.

			***

			Lan cracked open the door and peaked outside. He realised they were alone and might be able to escape. He closed the door and looked around for anything that could be used as a weapon. His search was futile. 

			Lan reached for Goriard’s hand but she pushed him away.

			‘Goriard, I am so sorry. But we must get away from here,’ whispered Lan.

			Lan reached for her hand and this time she accepted. Lan pulled her from the room.

			They entered a small hallway and turned left. A guard spotted them. Lan threw Mystic Fire at him and the man clutched at his face. They ran past him and through an opening to outside. Lan ran and Goriard stumbled behind him. She began to weep. Lan held strong for the fight he was sure would come.

			Lan looked about. The crypt was built from human bones. The ground was but sharp stones and shells, which cut their bare feet. The sky was dark and cloudy, the wind lashed against their shivering bodies as ghosts of the innocent cried out for revenge. To their right, as far as the eye could see, was water. The island smelled of freshly spilled blood.

			The mountains on their left suggested mountain goats could supply meat, cheese and milk, as Lan could see slave shepherds on the hill. Wheat grew for bread and there was a large orchard growing apples, potatoes, beans and grapes for wine. If only there was no evil on this island, then the orchard and shepherds would seem welcoming, but winter was about, and with it snow was bound to come. To survive, Goriard and he would need necessities, so he picked her up and headed towards the mountain slopes.

			They had been travelling for an hour when a sudden downpour occurred. Lan saw a cluster of trees nearby and made a run for it. As he entered the trees, he saw it was a forest and nearby was a miners’ cottage. The door lay unhinged on the ground. Lan went in. He was welcomed by dusty furniture, cobwebs and startled mice.

			There was a bed nearby, so he laid his sleeping sister down upon it. He looked around. There was a woodpile but nothing to light a fire with. An old hearth stood nearby.

			‘What am I thinking? I am a mystic,’ said Lan.

			Lan lay the wood in the hearth and conjured a flame. Within an hour, a roaring fire was blazing, and the cottage seemed more homelike. Lan explored the cottage and, to his surprise, managed to find a trunk with boots that were just a little too big, socks, a man’s tunic, women’s shoes, scarf and dress, a pair of men’s trousers and a darning and sewing kit. He dressed himself in the men’s outfit and his sister in the women’s, minus the shoes and pulled the bed coverings up to her chin. Then he lay on the floor and fell asleep.

			***

			Bozzwanna screamed with rage, her crystal ball could only gaze into her crypt. Drianna promised her, if the pair were not found within a year and a day, death himself would find her. Bozzwanna, anguished, began her search for the escapees.

			***

			Morning, the sound of cawing echoed on the air. A large black crow announced his delight about a freshly caught mouse in his talons for breakfast. Lan stirred awake at the eerie cry. Hunger pains gripped him, he ran his tongue across his parched lips. I must find water and food, even if it’s flesh of Dee. He shook his sister gently awake.

			‘Goriard, I must find us nourishment. I’ll try not to linger,’ explained Lan.

			Goriard nodded and closed her eyes as the waves of exhaustion overtook her again. Lan took his leave.

			***

			Back at the cottage where Lan grew up his mother and the apprentice, Ake, wept.

			‘My only child remaining, oh Lan come home safe.’ 

			‘Old Ma, we can find him if we find the horrid Bozz. I miss him, please use your power to get him back,’ said the little one.

			‘Child, there is one person who might help us, but he may be dead. My children’s father. The Arch Druid Dun Norix. He was my partner before he felt the blood of his forefathers calling him to the sacred school of the druids. We must leave soon, but first it is time to mourn. It is the month when my daughters were taken from me fifteen years ago.’ Regona sighed.

			Regona and Ake spent the next two days wearing black and picking sweet grass and burning it to purify their bodies in the smoke. They lay wildflower wreaths at the spot where the girls were taken and sang songs of sadness and said prayers in Regona’s darlings’ honour. She grieved like a mother who had just lost them, and her heart seemed as if it would be pulled asunder. Tears were wept endlessly, and they did not rest or eat for forty-eight hours. The elven fifteen-year grieving period was finally up and now it was time for Regona’s grief to become a tool for revenge.

			***

			A man in green robes opened the front gate to the little cottage. He had black eyes, a long white beard and flowing white hair. 

			Regona felt her heart flutter and looked up from where she and Ake were feasting and breaking their fast. It was as if an older Lan stared back at them from those eyes, for this was the Arch Druid, Dun Norix.

			‘Hello Regona,’ he said.

			Regona nodded.

			‘Who is this wee one that sits beside you with adoring eyes?’ asked the druid.

			‘My grandchild!’ Regona glared at him.

			‘That must make her my granddaughter then too, doesn’t it?’ asked the druid kindly.

			‘No, it does not,’ said Regona.

			‘Then you must have had another babe when I left. I can’t blame you though,’ said the druid sadly.

			‘No, you up and left me with three little lassies under seven summers, and you call yourself a man.’ Regona spat on the ground.

			Ake, a little taken aback with this side of Regona she’d never seen, tried to comfort the old lady by putting her small arms around her foster grandmother.

			‘I can’t undo what I did, but the calling was strong in me. I thought you and the girls would be fine. But this is not the time to discuss this. You called me for some purpose,’ said the druid compassionately.

			‘I did, my only child remaining, my son Lan was taken by Bozzwanna, my twin sister and I need to know if he be dead or alive. If alive, he needs to come home,’ said Regona.

			Oh, Dun Norix, the love, the soul connection we shared. He is the child of your seed left to me the night you left and didn’t tell us except for the note two moons later. If I told you, it would hurt you so because every man desires a son to take after him and you have missed him growing up. 

			‘Regona, may I know his father please? To put me at ease that you chose someone better than me,’ said Dun Norix.

			Regona chose her words to sting. ‘Your old enemy, Triston.’

			‘Regona, he wanted you since we were together, he always wanted what I had. He is cruel and violent. How could you sleep with him after knowing this?’ asked the druid, visibly shaking.

			‘He was here, you were not,’ said Regona.

			‘We should discuss this later. We must find your son,’ said the druid, his face a mask of emotional pain.

			‘Child, gather me sweet grass, water, and flat stones near the river. Regona, I’ll need birds’ feathers, a messenger pigeon and a large piece of amethyst. While you gather these, I must regain my strength because I have come a fair way,’ said the druid, sitting down on the veranda where they had been talking.

			The girl and the woman left. Dun Norix looked around. He had missed the green pastures of the cottage and the woodlands nearby. The river flowing peacefully over the rocks of granite falls. And he and his family watching the sunsets whilst drinking cordial on warm summery evenings as the great spirit’s breath blew the dresses and hair of his girls. They had been happy. The laughter and their faces he missed most of all. A gentle cough woke him from his thoughts.

			‘Here is the equipment you need,’ said both Ake and Regona.

			‘Leave me now, till the moon rises,’ said the druid.

			Regona and Ake left and went inside.

			The fire was blazing and wildflowers of red and yellow stood in a vase on a table near the hearth.

			‘Old Ma, why did you fib?’ asked Ake.

			‘Ake, child, he hurt me, so I hurt him back. Don’t tell him. I will in time but it’s too soon. It would hurt him more if he knew about Lan, especially if he has passed from this world,’ Regona said, putting a finger to her own lips to silence the child.

			‘That is true.’ Ake nodded and they clung to each other.

			The druid took the sweet grass and burnt it in a fire he had lit of feathers and grass on top of the rocks. He cleansed the amethyst in the smoke. Taking the amethyst, he said a chant three times over it, ‘Dee, find the man-child Lan for me. Keep him safe, keep him strong. Bring him home to his mother and child. So, mote it be.’

			The druid took a piece of ribbon from his pocket and bound the amethyst with it. Uncaging the bird, he whispered his message to the animal in the language of air and sent it on its way. He rose as the moon showed herself, and entered the cottage.

			





Chapter Six

			Two months passed by and the three people living in the cottage near Granite Falls had fallen into a routine. It’s amazing how the body and mind still go about daily routine whilst soul and heart are partners in grief. Ake went to school and enjoyed it because Little Fella’s mother was teaching. Ake helped Regona with the chores of gathering, gardening, washing and cooking. The druid Dun Norix was a guest and was using Lan’s room while he was away. He insisted on helping with chores and told many amazing tales by the hearth after the evening meal. If only Lan was here, thought Ake, then everything would be perfect.

			‘Miss Ake, please stop daydreaming and concentrate.’ Mrs Ginger laughed.

			‘Oh, sorry mam,’ mumbled Ake.

			‘Okay children, for homework ask your parents if they know any stories that are special to them that we can share. Ake, are you coming tonight?’ asked the teacher.

			‘Yes, I wouldn’t miss it mam,’ said Ake.

			It was Little Fella’s birthday. He was to be named at sundown, the time he was born thirteen years ago.

			‘Okay children, home time,’ said Mrs Ginger. The children left the building.

			***

			Lan and Goriard had managed to survive. They had been running and hiding from the horned guards, Bozzwanna’s army. They had used the rest of their firewood and stripped bark from the weaver’s tree, weaving the wood together to make a raft. Lan knew the magic to make it watertight. Now, if only we had a map. He had made three waterskins from the hides of animals, dried their meat, and gathered fruit so that they would have supplies. His sister barely ever responded when he spoke to her, almost as if she lived in her own little world. He knew if he didn’t get her home to Mother that she would be lost to them forever. Lan thought of Ake and his mother and hoped they were safe. A pigeon suddenly alighted on his shoulder and spoke in an old man’s voice. ‘Lan, I will guide you home. I’m Dun Norix, friend of Regona. You must trust me.’

			Lan gave a whoop of joy and pushed the raft out to sea.

			Bozzwanna’s angry screams echoed in the distance as she came upon the place Lan and Goriard spent last night, a cave near the edge of the island.

			***

			The sun set. A plainly robed boy, now thirteen, walked towards the descending sun and raised his arms to Sorendee. ‘Father of stars, Dee, mother of earth, give blessings to me. Karma, point me right so I never meet your wrath. Great Spirit, whisper to me this night the name I will be given for this lifetime.’

			The child sat down upon the hill covered in wildflowers. This hill was the naming hillock on the outskirts of the village. To walk further one would find his death in the sea yonder because two feet from
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