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    To my son David—who is  my muse sometimes.

      

    

Author’s Forward






My son, David, when he was fifteen, suggested that I write a book like The Lord of the Rings, promising he would read it. So, I took it as a challenge and decided to make the attempt. My son has often served as a muse, so perhaps this was a directive from the Universe. 

In this work, I chose to invert the title of Tolkien’s original, calling the trilogy Servants of the Flower World. From there, an outline of three books took shape, and about two weeks later, one morning, it spilled out, and the prologue was written. As I continued writing, I decided to use a “map” based on markings from a “Mystery Stone” I had found by the Shenandoah River. As this work neared completion, the third volume split into two, and then once again, so that the epic now comprises five volumes.
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PART ONE
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GATHERING OF THE QUESTERS 
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Prologue
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I’ve always had the gift of remembering dreams. It has come in handy. Like a shaman thing... I would receive a warning of something about to happen, and I would prepare. It could be worms coming to my crops, a wolf stalking my sheep, or bandits casing my farmstead. I would be ready in time, and the neighbors would wonder at my luck. 

Then I had a dream that was too strong, too powerful, and there was nothing I could do to stop it from happening. A powerful twister was heading this way, filled with dark grit and swirling things that could penetrate walls and sweep away all in its path. In my dream, I saw it from a distance, coming our way. I steeled myself, secured my family, my wife and son, in the shelter. 

It passed over. The roaring was such that I felt we were going to be plucked out of the earth, but we survived. I stepped out and saw nothing was left untouched on the ground. Devastation was everywhere, but curiously, flowers were still swirling in the air. They were surprisingly thick. Where did they come from? I wondered, for as far as my eye could see, flowers were thick in the air. Then they settled on the ground, covering it with a layer of pale red-purple before dissolving. One magenta flower was left, however. I called my family out, and together we went to see what had survived. The flower, one we had never seen before, seemed to cast a faint light. There, the dream ended.

It bothered me. Not the part where I had a family, for I hoped to have one. But the dream was clear about an impending danger. I did not know how I was to prepare, if it was a vision of the future. So, I went to the local mage, to a simple hut on the outskirts of the village, and told him about my dream. Brother Mage, as he was known, was surprised to see me, since I’d only ever given him a kindly nod or greeting in passing. He willingly listened and remained silent until I asked the dream’s meaning. 

“Trouble is coming,” he answered simply.

He told me no more than I had already guessed, but I could see in his eyes that he knew more. I persisted in asking.

The mage paused, looked into my eyes as if assessing me more, then answered. “I know a younger sister in the arts of magedom who can tell us more. Can you come back tomorrow?” 

“I have things to tend at the farm—I can’t be coming back just to retell the same dream to another.”

“She will know what questions to ask about your dream to find any more meaning,” Brother Mage replied. 

I shrugged and said I would come again. If my dreams had been true before in small things, they might be so in large ones. And if my farm were wiped out, I could not feed myself or find a spouse. Perhaps this Sister Mage knew what measures to take to fend off the dangers seen in this warning dream.

As I entered the mage’s humble domain, I was surprised to see a woman mage who looked to be a higher wizard of sorts. It was not by her dress that I could tell this, although her neck was arrayed with iridescent beads that looked like pearls. Nor by her age, for she looked very young for a mage. It was her eyes, holding an intensity and intelligence I had seen in only a few others. 

So, I told the dream again. Sister Mage showed a quiet curiosity and queried more. I sensed a lively energy about her, as if the surrounding air was responding to her presence. I collected myself and gave more details. She was interested in the flower that had survived, and I told its color and shape. I didn’t mention the glow at first, but she looked intently at me, and I added the detail.

“Thank you for sharing,” said the mage, and she got up to leave.

“Is that all?” I asked. “What does the dream mean?” 

She turned and said, “The dark future is coming... It’s almost here.”
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Chapter I
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The King’s Messenger






The king was surprised by the advice of his mage. She had instructed that he go in disguise to a certain small village and recruit the last member for his inner circle. She said one more could be found there. It made no sense. 

She read his doubt and said, “It is only a suggestion.” Then she referenced the commoner’s disturbing dream.

The king did not question his mage further. It was the absurdity that convinced him. Although he was a straightforward king, he knew that not all answers were straightforward, and that solutions could come in curious ways. Besides, if the highest mage in the land “suggested” that he do something, he could not turn it away lightly. True, her advice was not strongly worded, but her tone hinted at the kingdom’s survival. As king, he knew that the survival of the kingdom could turn on lesser things than disregarding the “suggestion” of his High Mage. 

She smiled at his agreement, a winning and knowing smile, for she had known he would not refuse.






“I am a messenger of the king,” a man wearing a ragged cloak announced. “What is your name?” 

A trace of alarm crossed the commoner’s face, then a smile. “And I’m a great knight, whose specialty is slaying dragons, the fire-breathing sort. My name is Jarell. I’m a farmer, by the way.”

The king checked a flash of rage. This Jarell does not know who I am, he reminded himself. He gruffly continued, “The king needs one last member to complete his inner circle.”

“And I need an assistant to help me shovel manure,” said the farmer with a glint in his eye. “Perhaps you are looking for a job.”

The king’s face flashed with rage, his body stiffened, and the commoner blinked and braced himself, wondering at the intensity.

This man does not step away or cower, thought the king. He has a measure of courage. 

“I best be off and about,” Jarell calmly added. “I have a farm to tend.”

Leaving the presence of a king to tend animals did not sit well with this king, even if he was in disguise. Yet something in him was beginning to like this commoner. 

Jarell stepped away, but did not get far. The farmer immediately encountered a heavily armed retinue posted outside. 

He turned around, his expression shifting. “Well, maybe you are the king’s messenger after all. But I’m not a knight, as you must know. Why has the king sent a messenger with such a request to me?”

“You were recommended by the king’s advisor for a mission that needs to be done.... The king is not sure, though. What can you do?”

“You may want to consider finding another advisor. As for what I do, I tend animals, and my sheep listen to me. My crops grow well under my care. I’m a good steward. As for joining other men in battle—no, I’m afraid I won’t be much good there.”

The king considered this, wondering again why he was there.

The commoner spoke first. “You say you are the king’s messenger. I have never seen the king. He does not know me. Why would he ask for my help? How do I even know you truly represent this king?” 

“You are seeing him now, and he is getting to know you.”

“Really now? You look more like a highwayman come to rob me!”

“Well then, I would have already robbed you of your plow and pitchforks. Will you join the king?” 

Jarell looked at the man’s ragged cloak and remembered one of his dreams. A stranger had asked him to do something unexpected, and he had agreed. He had not understood the dream at the time, but dreams were not always for understanding at the moment, but for doing later. Was that enough? Jarell was too much of a farmer to trust in dreams alone. He studied the man closer and saw a sliver of purple that hinted at finer wear underneath. In the man’s face—he saw hidden power. Then, too, if there were any more doubt, there was the determined, loyal look of his retinue.

“If you are king, I will go with you.” 

At that moment, the king saw something he’d missed—a fiery courage behind the man’s simple words. It was something, he had to admit, that was rare. The king had been surprised too at the sudden assent. His mage had said the first commoner to accept would be the sign. Five others he had asked before had pleaded off.

With that, the king took off his ragged cloak, revealing his fine purple tunic emblazoned with abstract designs and a scarlet macaw. “Are you sure you have accepted?”

“You doubt you’re asking and my answering now? The king, if you are king, cannot read simple talk?” 

This king was not used to being challenged. Still, he shrugged, remembering he had just discarded a ragged cloak and wasn’t wearing a crown. 

“I am sure,” he invited again. “I am Conad, the king.” With that, he drew from his vest a jeweled brooch, one that declared his status, and attached it.

The surprised commoner understood this confirmation, but did not step back or bow. “Forgive my impertinence. I did not know.”

The king considered for a moment, then spoke. “I like someone who speaks their mind. Others, who only say what they think I want to hear, become tiresome.”

“I will not do so again.”

“Please do. Every king needs their truth teller, even if it sounds impertinent or foolish.”

“I do not see myself as such,” Jarell replied, taking some offense. “I’m not much good at jokes either.”

“That fits well enough. For you will be an equal in our circle. And truly, we are entering a time when jokes are few.”

“It would seem so,” Jarell answered.






Afterwards, Conad informed Sister Mage of his visit. 

“All went well,” discerned the mage. “You have found a man with perception and courage.” 

The king nodded, but his face showed doubt.

“Are you not convinced?” asked his High Mage. “We needed a commoner to complete the circle.”

“I can’t say how much this one will add. True, he speaks his mind, forgets I’m king. But what more is there than that?” 

“He knows animals and plants.”

“I gathered that.”

“He dreamed the future.”

“When we are in the thick of battle against the dark forces, we will need a sword.”

“There are subtle swords. We can make use of all types.”

The mage put her hand on the king’s shoulder, something she would do when she revealed a saying—the only one who would do that, aside from his spouse or family member. “If the Flower of Life survives, the kingdom will thrive... We must hurry. There is not much time.”
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Chapter II
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Storm and Petals










“It has happened!” declared King Conad. “And it’s too late to sound the alarm—or work any magic.”

From a tower carved into a cliffside, King Conad and his retinue—including Prince Dizor—looked out over the land. The prince was the king’s only son, born of his first queen, who had died during his birth. Now the king’s eyes held a second great sadness. As far as one could see, there were no longer fields or settlements, but the gray of utter devastation. And his second queen had been visiting a settlement right on its path.

It had come at night and was no ordinary storm. From the heights of their great buildings, they saw nothing, but they heard a roar and felt the ground shudder as it sucked up life along its path. It was a physical storm mixed with spiritual forces. The greatest loss was the many small settlements once filled with families—now gone without a trace. Whatever had caused the storm had shown no mercy.

Amid the gray, there was one thing it did not completely destroy. A few scattered objects caught their gaze, glinting in the clear daylight. 

“There, the Flower of Life, or what remains of it—its petals have been torn from its central disc. They must be immediately retrieved. The High Mage has sensed the danger and has already left. She’s there, not far from the torn flower.”

Brother Mage was in the tower
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