
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


 


The End of the World…Again

or

Hitbodedut

 


 



Book Six: The Lost Scroll

 


 


 


By: J M Dark

 



 


 


 


Copyright October 2020. All rights reserved. Except
as permitted under the Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this
publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any
means without the prior written permission of the publisher.

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you
would like to share this book with another person, please purchase
an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book
and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only,
then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase
your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.

 


 


 


Credits to:

My wife, Linda, for putting up with me

and

Enya, for putting me in the mood

 



Table of Contents

Start
Reading


About the Author

Discover Other Titles by the Author

Contact Me


 Dad!

Chilgar cinched the belt of his ceremonial robe and
tucked his unruly tangle of yellow hair under the hood. He grumbled
at his younger sister, Tarann, in the next room. “Are you coming or
not?”

“I hate these things.” Tarann tugged her robe into
place over her athletic frame and left the room in a swirl of
flowing cloth and flaming red hair.

“It’s your duty as a good little girl to show
reverence to your mother, the mighty and all-powerful ‘Witch of the
Temple Tribe’.” Chilgar bowed mockingly, as she swept past.

“Yeah, I know, but it doesn’t make it any less
boring.”

“Aw, come on. I think she’s going to put on a big
show in honor of some dignitary.”

“Now what? Let me guess it’s the high council from
some far-off tribe of inbred cousins.”

“They’re your cousins too.”

“Don’t remind me.”

Chilgar rummaged through a disorderly pile of his
things looking for his knife. “It’s the shaman of the western
tribe. I guess Mom knows him.”

Tarann tugged again at her robe trying to make it fit
where it really didn’t anymore. “Oh great, an old flame from her
wild days.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far, but I guess they
know each other.”

“We all know each other, cousins, remember.”

“No, I mean, way back when Dad was around, and they
had all that weird weather and stuff. I guess they ran around
together or something.”

“Oh so not only do I have to sit through one of her
boring ceremonies, then I get to set around all night listening to
the ‘good-old-days’.”

“You’ll love it. Maybe we’ll find out he’s a long
lost uncle.”

“Ah, good, you’re here.” Tarra, their mother, pointed
out an ornate dragon sitting high on the closet shelf. “See if you
can get that old incense burner down.” Her hand quivered weakly as
she gestured at the implement.

Tarann busied herself in the living room while
Chilgar fetched the pot. “Really going all out for this guy huh?
Who is he—really?”

The bittersweet saga swept through Tarra’s mind. “Who
is he? He’s the one who read the scrolls with me the first
time.”

Tarann tugged at her mother’s gown straightening it.
“Scrolls huh? Where was Dad while all this ‘reading’ was going
on?”

“He was busy, and times were hard, and if you say
another word I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap.” Tarra’s
hair had grayed over the years, but still showed heritage with her
daughter’s unruly flame.

Tarann continued to fuss with her mother’s robe. “OK,
I’m just saying, this seems like a lot of trouble for just another
prayer meeting.”

Chilgar came from the back room dusting himself and
swinging the censer from its cord. A trail of ash poured from one
of the ports and wafted into a cloud drifting across the room as
his mother grabbed the beast and tried to minimize the sneezing.
She emptied it and thoughtfully made a choice of incense.

Chilgar grabbed his mother as she swept by on her way
to the kitchen. “Alright, Mom, what’s going on here?”

Tarra timidly turned to face her son. “Alright—the
shaman’s name is Shadoc… He’s your father.”

Chilgar dropped his grip on her shoulders. “What? No!
Chilcoat was my father.”

Tarann swooped in grabbing the pot and hurriedly
filled it with the incense sticks. “Ha! See, I knew you were weird.
Let’s get this over with, I have things I’d rather be doing.”

Chilgar bristled in rebellion. “What do you mean he’s
my father?”

“He’s your father. We knew each other from the
cleansing. It’s in the scrolls. You should know that.”

“Scrolls? You’re telling me you think you’re the
witch in the scrolls and you and this guy, Shadoc, brought forth
the golden child? Well I’m not buying it—because that makes me
‘him’. And I’m not falling for it!”

Tarann pushed between them and grabbed a starter twig
from the hearth. “I’ll say. You can’t even keep your verses
straight.” She shoved the twig into the burner pot and replaced the
lid. “Come on let’s get this show on the road.”

Chilgar remained unmoved. “Hold on. I want to hear
her say it.”

Tarra looked warmly at her son. “Yes—you’re
him. I know it’s a lot to ask and I wish it could be
otherwise, but it’s what I believe.”

“Well I don’t want the job and some stranger showing
up for no good reason isn’t going to change that.”

“He’s not a stranger. He’s your father and you’ll
treat him with respect.”

“He’s a stranger to me. If he’s my father where has
been all my life? Why did he give me away? Is he such a coward that
he would let another man raise his son?”

Tarann rushed out the door. “Come on you two, the
crowd’s already gone to the reception area. You’ll miss the big
moment when they get to the top. The old boy will be having a
stroke.”

Tarra looked solemnly at her son. “You’ll understand
someday. Maybe this will help.”

At the edge of the cliff, a small clearing welcomes
guests that manage to scale the scaffolding dangling from the cliff
face. The collection of rope and wooden planks jostled and groaned
under the weight of the entourage.

The first visitors to pull themselves over the ledge
were a couple of ministry novices. They were a striking surprise to
the onlookers. They were tall, tan, and lean with somber watchful
eyes peering out from their sun hoods. They each carried a small,
childlike, bow slung over their shoulders and heavy baggage in both
hands. Behind them, a slender middle-aged man with graying hair and
two women helped a feeble old man struggle up the last few steps
and onto the landing.

Tarann stepped forward swinging the incense burner
and chanting a simple welcoming song. She had performed the act
many times when visitors arrived. It was part of the show they had
contrived to bolster the “Sky Temple” myth. She bowed respectfully
to the old man and set the incense burner on the downwind side.

Everyone stood expectantly looking at the old man who
seemed more concerned with catching his breath than with any of the
protocol conducted in his honor.

Tarra ran across the clearing and tackled the
middle-aged guy in a warm embrace forcing him to drop his satchel
of gifts. Shadoc regained his composure and staggered slightly from
her assault. “Tarra you look good. I’ve missed you so much.”

Tarra gestured at her children and stepped back.
“Shadoc, this is my daughter Tarann, and this is Chilgar. You know
each other.”

Shadoc held his arms out to embrace him. “Son, I’ve
missed you so much I can’t tell you…”

Chilgar looked dismissively at him. “Save it! Why are
you here? Why now?”

Tarann hefted the incense pot and waved it in the old
man’s direction. “If you’re this Shadoc guy, who’s the old
man?”

Shadoc bowed respectfully to the elder. “This is
Stafon. He’s Seer of the Western Tribe. He came to seek ‘the cure’
from the Healer of the Temple.”

“Not you too... I’ve had enough of these games. I am
going hunting. Come on Raoual let’s get out of here before this
little reunion gets too complicated.” Chilgar shrugged off his
ceremonial robe, exposing his lean torso, and draped the robe over
his sister’s shoulder. He grabbed his weapons and headed past the
group and down the scaffolding with two of his hunting buddies.

Shadoc picked up his satchel and handed it to Tarann
then turned to Tarra. “You haven’t told him?”

Tarra glanced furtively at Shadoc. “I wasn’t sure you
were coming.”

“Stafon’s health delayed us.”

Tarra gestured at the women still tending to the old
man. “Who’re they?”

“Oh! Sorry, they’re my family.” He timidly
straightened his robes and gestured toward them. “Come and meet
them.”

“Chantal this is Tarra. Tarra, this is my wife
Chantal and this is my daughter Chantar.”

Tarra extended her hand. “Glad to meet you. Let me
know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

Chantar pulled her sun-hood away letting her long
dark hair fall free as she pressed past her. “Can you point to the
bathroom?” Her cape concealed her slight stature, but her
flamboyant manner was evident by the grace she exhibited floating
across the garden.

Tarra gestured toward the nearby path. “Down the
stairs, across the patio, you can’t miss it.”

Chantal pulled her hood aside with a great deal less
attitude revealing her graying hair and pleasant features. She
gathered up her things and looked caringly at the old man. “Stafon
are you recovered?”

Stafon leaned heavily on his walking staff and weakly
shrugged his sun-hood away revealing his bald head. “I’ll be along.
This young one will show me the way.” He put his hand on Tarann’s
shoulder. She looked a little pained but hid her dismay by tending
to the incense burner.

Tarra spoke first to Tarann and then began her usual
speech for visiting dignitaries. “Tarann take Stafon to the
infirmary... Please let me show you around. This is the path of
Yod. It leads…”

Chantal interrupted her. “I know, Shadoc has told me
many times of this place.”

“Yes—of course he has. How long can you stay?”

“That depends on you, you and Stafon.”

“Yes certainly… Are you close to him?”

“Not really. He’s become a burden on my thoughts
during the journey. Can you show me your home? I’d like to see your
life.”

“Sure. It’s a little messy, but you’re welcome to
anything I have.”

“Who do I give these to?” Shadoc relieved Tarann of
the satchel.

“Lannon, he’s over there.” Tarra gestured as she
grabbed Chilgar’s cloak from Tarann and took Chantal by the arm
heading out across the gardens pointing excitedly at people and
things.

Shadoc placed the small bundle at Lannon’s feet and
signaled to his young followers. They bowed submissively and moved
two addition bundles to the pile. “In honor of your kindness we
have brought gifts of reverence.”

Lannon excused himself from his friends and turned
solemnly to address Shadoc. His strong mature stature and imposing
size stood regally draped in the ceremonial robes of the seer. “We
thank you for your offering. I hope your stay will be
pleasant.”

“I’m afraid it’s not a pleasurable visit for us.
We’ve things that must be done, and then we must leave, but I’m
thankful for your hospitality.”

“Tarra will be disappointed that you can’t stay
longer.”

“She understands, and will be glad to see us gone.
Tell me of Chilgar, is he a good man?”

“He’s Chilcoat’s son. He’s been of age for four
seasons now and he’s strong, brave, and wise in most things, but
the story in the scrolls troubles him. He doesn’t want to be the
golden child.”

“No one would willingly accept such a burden.”

One of the young porters gestured at the remaining
bundles in their packs. “What are we to do with these?”

“These are herbs for Tarra, and this one I’ll take as
a gift for Chilgar.” He sorted through the packets and set the
largest aside.

Pulling their hoods back and exposing their shaved
heads, the two young men were glad to be rid of their burden and
quickly hurried away to explore the courtyard.

Lannon gestured to one of his followers to tend to
the gifts. “Tarra tells me you can read the wisdom of the
scrolls.”

Shadoc scoffed lightly. “She’s too generous with her
judgment. I’ve read the scrolls and I understand some of what they
say, but only ‘he’ will understand their wisdom.”

Chilgar approached from the landing. “I’ve read them,
and it’s nothing but gibberish. So if that’s why you’re here, you
can just go home.”

Shadoc turned and addressed his son. “We’ve come
because of Stafon and because your mother called, she fears for
you.”

“Don’t give me that line of crap. I’ve heard all the
mumbo-jumbo you guys came up with, but I’m not buying it. If all
that stuff about thunder and lightning was true—so what, it doesn’t
make me the scapegoat for your games. I came back to get my bow not
to listen to your fantasies.”

“Wait! I have something for you.” Shadoc held a
package out to him.

“I’m not interested.” Chilgar turned to head for his
apartment.

“It’s a gift from Vau. I’ve been given the task of
bringing it to you. It completes what’s written.”

“See, that’s what I mean, if you feel guilty enough
to bring me a gift, just admit it and don’t blame it on God.”

“Yes. I want you to have this, and that desire, I
‘blame’ on the spirit that I am in Yod.”

“What is it? And it better not be one of those
statues.”

Shadoc again offered the package. “No. I’m not sure
what it is. I was hoping you could tell me.”

“You give me a gift and you don’t even know what it
is. That must have taken a lot of thought.” Chilgar grabbed the
package and turned shaking his head as he trotted down the path
toward the courtyard.

Shadoc picked up the remaining packets. “I guess I’ll
take these to Tarra. Would you be so kind as to point the way to
her infirmary?”

Lannon pointed across the garden. “Stairs over there,
past the pepper field, down two levels, turn right, fourth door.
Tell her ‘Hi’, I don’t see her much anymore, and thanks for the
gifts.”

Shadoc moved slowly along the path enjoying the
gardens and the exhilaration of being in the temple again. The clay
beneath his feet seemed to radiate warmth and welcomed him. He soon
came to a juncture where a path swooped off in another direction.
He oriented himself with the altar stones. That would make this
the joining of Vau and Yod, a warm and healing place, he
thought.

When Chilcoat died, Tarra took over his workshop and
redecorated in ‘early apothecary’. His workbench now served as a
surgeon’s table or, as in this case, as an isolation ward for
Stafon. Tarra spread dozens of herbs and lotions out on the counter
next to the hearth. She sorted through them thoughtfully moving a
pouch here and a packet there. “Oh, good you’re here. What have you
tried already?” She recognized Shadoc’s arrival.

“Pretty much everything I have. It seems to me that
he has the sun-sickness, but I don’t have any Tanasin, it won’t
grow at the coast. That’s why I brought him to you. Maybe it would
help.”

Tarra looked concerned at her supplies. “How could he
get the sun-sickness? We haven’t had any cases since the cleansing
ended.”

“I don’t know. It just looks that way to me. Maybe
you can figure out something else.”

Tarra ushered the group away from the bed. “I’ve
given him some tea to help him sleep. We should leave him to rest.
Chantar, would you please stay with him for a while. If he awakens
or seems in distress, come and get me. We’ll be at my place
upstairs.”

Shadoc spoke as they wondered along the terrace
leading to Tarra’s apartment. “Your son is very strong willed.”

Tarra ushered them to her door. “Your son has
been trained well. Did he tell you to stick it?”

“Pretty much... I gave him a gift but he didn’t seem
to appreciate it.”

“That’s my boy. Do you two want to rest? You’re
welcome to use Tarann’s room. She’ll be happy to spend a few nights
with her friends.”

“I’m fine.” Chantal moved to sit close to her
husband. “We’ll let you know when we’re ready.”

Tarra recognized Chantal’s wifely defenses. “Chantar
seems like a nice girl. Is she following in your footsteps?”

Chantal interjected before her husband could speak.
“She too has a mind of her own. She wants to join the clan at the
eastern harbor. It’s somewhere she’s never been and, it’s as far
away from me as she can get. She thinks that now she’s of age,
she’ll find someone to take her away from her overbearing
mother.”

Shadoc added. “Yes, she’s strong in the faith, but
she doesn’t bend easily to our guidance.”

Chantal glared at her husband. “She’s a brat that
thinks being your daughter makes her exempt from all of the
rules... And your daughter, Tarann, is she to inherit your
ways?”

“She’s very good with herbs and potions, but she also
resists my guidance... Tell me, how did Stafon get the
sun-sickness? Does he spend a lot of time in the sun?”

“In his younger days, he was a diver, but now he
searches the cove for crabs and shellfish. He’s in the sun, but no
more than others.”

Tarra looked concerned and spoke softly. “Did he
suffer in the cleansing?”

Chantal twisted her scarf nervously around her
fingers. “Yes, he was one of the first to receive your potion. He
recovered well and gave us hope, but now he seems to have fallen
back to those terrible days. He’s a terrifying reminder to those of
us who were afflicted with the horror. Everyone fears that they too
will soon fall to the disease.”

Tarra moved thoughtfully to her chair and placed a
twisted little stick in the center of the diagram etched in the
table. “I hope you don’t mind if I pray... This has happened
before. Chilcoat, among others, fell in this way. Hea’s glory
changes us within. It lies dormant for many years, growing slowly,
but with age, Vau yields to His whisper. There’s little I can do. I
can make him comfortable, and listen to his wisdom, but I can’t
heal him.” She moved the worn little twig and spoke to God.
“Please, whisper ever gently on his soul.”

“Are you so far from harmony?” Shadoc looked
concerned at the placement of her marker.

Tarra adjusted the stick placement slightly. “I
am.”

“I’m sorry to have brought such a burden to you.”

“It isn’t Stafon that has moved me so. It’s Chilgar
and the message of the scrolls. He’s my baby and I don’t want to
lose him. I pray to Yod to hear my plea, but I’m afraid that it’s
for me that I pray, not the people.” She moved the marker slightly
back toward the center of the symbol as tears welled in her
eyes.

Shadoc dug a smooth stone from his pocket and placed
it on the symbol next to hers. “We’ll be with you.” He looked
apprehensively to his wife.

Chantal thought for a moment then pulled the pin from
her hair and casually placed it on the symbol. It stretched across
the field between the two markers and pointed away from the center.
She looked into her husband’s eyes and then at Tarra. “I am, and
will always be, your friend.”


The Gift

Chantar wandered around the infirmary peeking into
baskets and probing various trinkets. She recognized many of the
devices, but others were foreign to her. The temple fascinated her
with rooms of stone and mysterious carvings everywhere. She ran her
hand along the table on which Stafon lay and wondered at the
significance of the flower design etched into its surface. It’s
kasis, the soother, if I’m correct.

Chilgar bound into the room and quickly stopped. “Oh!
Sorry. I didn’t know anyone was here.”

“You again, where else would we be? Are you going to
throw another tantrum?”

He peeked into the back room. “I’m just looking for
my old bow. I think I left it around here somewhere. I stay here
sometimes when the witch is in one of her moods.”

“Why do you need an old bow? Did you lose your ‘new’
bow?”

“Ah—yeah sort of. I was going over a log and…”

“And you lost your bow... Nice work. So what do you
do here? I hear your going to be our savior. How’s that working for
you?”

Ducking into the back closet, he emerged with a
slender staff. The string needs replacement, and it’s a little
small, but it’ll serve until I have a chance to get something
better. “I’ll be seeing you.” He headed for the door.

“Wait a minute. You don’t get away that easy. I have
to pee and somebody needs to sit with Stafon. I’ll be right back.”
She pushed past him and stepped out into the courtyard. Wandering
around the pedestal, she causally poked at some of the figures
carved along the edge.

She availed herself of the facilities and was
impressed that water flowed on command. This place is like
nothing I’ve ever imagined.

As she returned around the platform, she noticed a
small set of wooden steps leading onto the stage. She looked around
for anyone that might complain and stepped quickly up to stand on
the great symbol. Tiptoeing carefully around someone’s flower
display she wandered to the center of the platform. The symmetry of
the courtyard and the walls that rose majestically about her struck
her with wonder. She noted people milling around, tending to
business, oblivious to the splendor in which they lived.

“Hey! Are you about done peeing?” Chilgar shouted
from the doorway. “I have things to do.”

“Keep your shirt on. I’m coming. I just wanted to
feel what it’s like to stand on the great symbol.”

“Well, was it everything you expected?”

“It was fun. What do you do for fun?”

“I fix my bow and go hunting.”

“Yeah, sorry you lost your good one. You should be
more careful.” She watched for a reaction as she moved to the
hearth to tend the fire.

He grimaced not wanting to give her the dignity of a
response. “I will. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Tell me about living here. How do you survive
without the ocean? What do all of those carvings mean?”

“We have an ocean of grass, and the carvings—you’ll
have to ask the great and powerful witch. She has all sorts of
fantasies about them. I think it’s just bad taste.” He moved toward
the door. “And about living here... It’s hard work with poor crops
and lots of tourists imposing on our generosity.”

“Tell me about Chilcoat.”

Chilgar spoke softly after a moment’s hesitation.
“What do you want to know about him?”

“What was he like? All I ever heard was that he was a
mountain of a man that led his people to the fabled temple in the
sky. I just wondered what he was really like.”

Chilgar stood clinching his bow as his mind wandered
to bygone days. “He was my dad. He taught me to hunt and fish. He
punished me when I was bad and praised me when I wasn’t. He taught
me the ways of a hunter.”

She stepped between him and the door. “So now you’re
the golden child and all of our troubles are over.”

“I said, he taught me of his ways. I didn’t say
anything about signing up for that nonsense.”

“My mistake... I thought you cared about our
people.”

“I cared about my dad, and none of the praying and
chanting and reading of scrolls helped him. He grew old before my
eyes and shriveled to a ghost of the man he had once been. He
mumbled and muttered of spirits and dreams and slept only under her
charms and potions. Then she cast her final spell on him, but it
didn’t save him—and she died with him. They’re both out of my life
now, and now I have Shadoc, a new father. Tell me, what’s he
like?”

“He’s my dad. He taught me to hunt and fish…” She
waited a moment to see if he would react to her taunt. “He’s kind
of clueless sometimes, but he means well. You’d probably like him
except for that father thing. Kind of a shock huh? Think how I
feel, I’m an only child. I didn’t know I had a big brother, and now
here he is right in front of me.” She placed her hand on his chest
and ran it slowly down feeling his muscles tighten to her touch.
“Kind of a pity, we could’ve had fun growing up together.”

Chilgar returned to the bedroom and came back with
the package Shadoc had given him. “Any chance you know what this
is?”

Chantar adjusted the covers on the old man. “Open it
and find out. Probably an incense burner, he likes to give incense
burners.”

He put the bundle down on the counter and tugged on
the string, opening it. As the object was revealed he puzzled over
its shape. It wasn’t a censer. It was a rounded stone with a smooth
blue patch peeking out of it. It didn’t fit any purpose he could
think of. It didn’t have a spout or a handle. It was just a plain
block of stone encrusted with rough blemishes. “Well, that’s nice,
but what am I supposed to do with it? It’s not even pretty.”

“Let me see. Hmm, yes it looks like one of his
puzzles.” She rolled it over in her hand for a moment. “It’s heavy.
You can use it to crack nuts.”

“Nuts? That’s what a guy always wants from his dad, a
nut cracker.” He grabbed the rock and tossed it into the hearth. A
shower of sparks raced up the chimney and disappeared into the
evening sky. “What do you mean, puzzle?”

“Oh he’s always finding things and puzzling over them
looking for meaning where there is none.”

“Does he think it’s clever? I mean what kind of
meaning does he find in rocks?”

“You’ll have to ask him. I just work with herbs and
things. I don’t get into the spirit-walking stuff. That’s for the
Seer. Hey, that’s you brother. You can drink some potion and tell
us exactly what it is. Maybe that’s why he gave it to you.”

“Yeah, well, it’ll have to wait until I get back.” He
pulled the cord from the package and tied a knot in the end forming
a loop to fit over the end of his bow. He flexed the shaft around
his knee and pulled the cord tight taking a quick measurement. He
tied another loop and fit it to the bow testing its draw. It’s a
little weak. It’s been months since I moved on to a new bow and
this feels like a child’s toy now. “Well, tell him thanks. He
gave me a good gift after all.” He waved the weapon at her as he
left the room.

Stafon coughed and groaned attempting to get more
comfortable. Chantar didn’t think it rose to the level of seeking
assistance but she really would rather be somewhere else. She was
about to dig into one of the storage baskets lining the wall when
she remembered his room. It’s a mess of macho trinkets and dirty
clothes, but it’s more interesting than digging through the winter
supply of muskroot. She found a quiver and bow stuffed behind
one of the piles of dirty clothes. It’s a master’s weapon, not
the toy he struggled to re-string.

A loud “pop!” came from the infirmary and pulled her
back from her exploration. She cautiously peeked into the room
expecting to see Stafon lying on the floor. He wasn’t, and nothing
else seemed to fit the commotion. She carefully tiptoed around the
room looking for broken pottery or a fallen object. She was about
to give up when she noticed the gift stone lying quietly in the
ashes. It had cracked open revealing a smooth curved form. It was
the shape of a tongue with two small holes in the base where the
stone had fallen away.

She grabbed some kindling and probed at the object.
The stone halves fell away and began to burn in a quiet
greenish-blue flame while she nudged the treasure out of the heat.
It slowly cooled from pink to a dusty brown but it didn’t interest
her as much as the stone that burned. She poked at the two halves
and arranged them back into their original form. They continued to
emit a quiet green flame and crumbled slowly into a small pile of
ash. Very odd, she thought, as she turned her attention to
the trinket. It had regained some of its blue color and stopped
smoking. She trapped it with a stick and used it to scrape the
stone’s ash into a pile on the hearth. The ash stopped smoking
almost immediately but continued to decompose into a fine
powder.

The trinket had cooled to the point that she could
hold it with only minor discomfort. It was a dusty blue wedge with
two identical holes in it. She tapped it on the hearth and noted
that it was very hard but not like any stone she had ever seen. She
polished it with her fingers and cleaned its square edges with a
dribble of water. Its color now stood out crisp and unblemished.
It’s a thing of beauty, but not the stone it pretended to be. It
has the unmistakable scent of man about it. I’ll have to show it to
Dad and find out where he got it.

Stafon stirred and began coughing as he rolled onto
his side. She tried to comfort him, but the tea was wearing off and
he wasn’t happy. She moved him back to the middle of the table and
took the opportunity to fetch Tarra.

Stuffing the treasure into her purse, she ran quickly
across the courtyard, up the stairway, and into Tarra’s apartment.
“Ah—I think he needs some more tea.” She blurted out before anyone
had a chance to interrupt her.

Tarra looked concerned. “Is he awake?”

“Not really. He’s just coughing and keeps trying to
roll off the table.”

“I’ll go see if there’s anything I can do.” Tarra
swept out the door.

“I’ll help.” Chantal called as she followed.

Chantar pulled the trinket from her purse and showed
it to her father. “Look at what I found in that rock you gave
him.”

“What rock? Oh, the gift for Chilgar. How did you get
it?”

“He threw it in the fire and this fell out.” She
placed the object on the table. It stood defiantly on edge in the
center of the symbol.

Hesitating a moment, he picked it up and inspected it
in detail. Tapping it gently on the table, he questioned her. “You
say it was in the stone?”

“Yeah, I guess. He tossed the rock into the fire and
left, and then a few minutes later I heard a ‘pop’, and this thing
fell out. And the stone burned, it was weird. The rock just crumbed
away and turned to dust. I collected it, you want to see?” She
excitedly pulled the object from his hands and started for the
door.

“Was he there?” He called after her as they made
their way to the infirmary.

“No. He has more important things to do.”

“No doubt... Let me see it again.”

“Oh no, you’ll keep it. It’s mine. I found it.”

“No. I’ll give it back. Besides, it really belongs to
Chilgar. He’s the one who is to have it.”

“Him? He’s no fun. All he wants to do is go hunting
with his buddies.”

“The gift was given to him. He is to see its
meaning.”

“Yeah, well good luck with that. He can’t see
anything beyond his bow and arrows. Here, look at this.” She
pointed to the pile of powder she had collected on the hearthstone.
Some water she had dribbled had dampened a bit of it into a paste
that had discolored the stone and smelled slightly sour.

Shadoc took a twig and carefully prodded at the
ashes. “This is the stone?”

“Yup, there’s still a little in the fire pit, but
that’s most of it.” She used the trinket to prod the coals. “See,
it was sitting right here and made a noise when it broke open.”

Stafon was soon quiet so Tarra came to see what they
were doing. She too was more interested in the powder than the
gift. She scooped the dust into a cup and cleaned the hearth. The
stain on the stones showed as a dark spot where it had been. “Where
did you get this?”

“Stafon found it on one of his dives many years ago.
He said Vau gave it to him as a gift for the golden child. But now
look, the stone’s gone, and has left us with this.” He took the
wedge from Chantar and held it in his open palm.

Tarra looked solemnly at the object. She started to
reach for it but then withdrew her hand and timidly looked at
Chantar. “It’s the mystery of Yod that will take my son from me.
You’ll teach him what I couldn’t. He needs a woman that he’ll
respect. He loves me, but he doesn’t respect me. I’ve been his fool
for far too long.”

Chantar tossed her long dark hair back over her
shoulder and looked perplexed at the strange old woman. She
talks in riddles as if her son is a stranger to her. “What am I
to teach my brother? He wants nothing of my kin.”

“I don’t care what he wants. It’s what he needs.”

Shadoc interrupted them. “Can we talk with
Stafon?”

“He’s weak. He may be able to talk tomorrow but he’ll
not make much sense.”

“That’s why we must talk—soon.”

“Do I have to be here? Spirit-walks always give me
the creeps.” Chantar grabbed her treasure and edged toward the
door.

“No. I just want him to tell me more of the stone he
found.”

“Good. I think I’ll go get some rest.” Chantar
adjusted her robe over her slender frame and tousled her hair to
fall gently over her shoulders.

Chantal called to her as she slipped out the door.
“You stay away from those boys… She’s a little on the wild side.”
She explained her outburst to Tarra.

“Good. She’ll need it,” Tarra replied.

Chantal moved to stand at her husband’s side. “What
do you mean? What sort of scheme have you cooked up? I don’t care
what kind of ‘spirit journey’ you send your son on. Just leave me
and my daughter out of it!”

Tarra defended her herself. “I have nothing to do
with it. ‘The golden child will shepherd a new world from the ashes
of the old’.” She glanced at the pile of dust and quoted the
scrolls. “I would, that I could change it. If your daughter’s to be
part of his journey, I’m sorry for you. He’ll help her if he can.
He’s a good boy. He just isn’t comfortable with his lot.”

Chantal wrapped her arm around Shadoc’s waist. “She
isn’t going to be part of any such nonsense. I won’t allow it!”

Tarra nodded acknowledgement with just the slightest
smile. “I too forbid it, but he doesn’t hear me. I’m just his silly
old mother.”

Chilgar interrupted by poking his head into the room.
“Where’s Chantar? Raoual wants to meet her.”

Tarra started to answer and then turned to Chantal
with a caring gesture.

“She went to bed—I think.” Chantal knew that her
daughter was unlikely to have gone straight home. “She might be out
at the fire.” She relented.

The boys left in a hurry toward the chimney
stone.

Chantal watched the vacant doorway. “Have I lost her
so easily?”

Shadoc pulled her close. “You’ll never lose her. You
just won’t recognize her. They’re of a different world than we
know. She’ll be alright.”

Chantal turned to face him. “Do your scrolls tell you
that?”

Shadoc patted her back. “No. Yod tells me that. She’s
smart and she has a good spirit. You have to trust her.”

The chimney stone at the edge of the cliff served to
host social gatherings where the youngsters meet and tell stories.
Tonight it was more of a gossip session with everyone speculating
about the visiting strangers.

Visitors were not unusual at the temple, but the
sudden appearance of two young men and an attractive young woman
had everyone wondering at their purpose. Visitors are usual old
religious zealots that want to see the temple once before they die,
but these people were anything but old. The two young men were
virile examples of much time spent in the ocean with long firm
muscles and matching shaved heads.

Chantar interrupted Tarann as she finished her turn
with a game stick. “Hi, do you know where our brother is?”

“Our brother? Oh, you mean Chilgar. No. He’ll be
along pretty soon. He and his buddies usually sneak down the
rigging and smoke their herbs before they show up here. Why do you
want him anyway? I’ll introduce you to some cute guys that aren’t
so hung up.”

“Is he hung up?”

“Yeah... That ‘golden child’ thing has always
bothered him and now that you guys have shown up he’s really being
a pain. Ever since I can remember he’s always telling Mom that
she’s full of crap about all that stuff and he doesn’t want to be
involved, but he keeps bringing it up.”

“What do you think? Is she full of crap?”

“Sure. I guess. I mean I think it would be great if
he was ‘him’ but he just doesn’t seem to have ‘it’ if
you ask me. Maybe it’s because he’s my brother but he just doesn’t
seem like the savior type.”

Chilgar appeared out of the shadows with his friend
swaggering up behind. “Chantar, this is Raoual. He wanted to meet
you.”

“There you are. I’ve been looking all over the place
for you. Hi.” She spoke to Raoual almost as an afterthought. “I
have something for you.” She dug through her purse, pulled the
treasure out, and held it up between her fingers. “This fell out of
your rock.”

“What is it?”

“Don’t you know? You’re supposed to see all things
mystical. You tell me...”

“Don’t give me a ration... I’m not in the mood.”

“What’s the matter, lose another bow?” Chantar goaded
him.

“Come on Raoual. You met her, now let’s get
going.”

“Wait. Don’t you want your gift? Dad seemed to think
you should have it.” She held it out in her palm.

He approached reluctantly to look at the trinket. The
mystery pulled at him. “So, what is it?”

“Nobody knows. That rock you threw in the fire,
cracked open and this fell out.”

“Well ask your old man. It’s his gift.”

“He doesn’t know. He’s the one that said to give it
to you.”

“Well, where did he get it?”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask him.”

“I don’t want to ask him. I don’t care about his
tricks and puzzles. He’s just like her.”

“Her who?” Chantar looked suspiciously at him. “Got
mommy issues huh?”

He stood solemnly looking at her and then at Raoual.
“Look, I don’t care what you, or anyone else, say. I’m not going to
play their game. I don’t want any part of their golden child crap.
I’m just a hunter that was the son of a noble leader.”

“You still are. No one’s trying to take anything away
from Chilcoat. He was a good man. I’ve heard the tales many times.
But—Daddy is you father. You can complain about it all you want,
but it doesn’t change anything. Now are you going to take this
thing or should I turn it into a necklace?”

“Where is he?” He grabbed the trinket and headed back
toward the courtyard.

“Probably in the infirmary, that’s where I left them.
So Raoual, what do you do around here?” Chantar playfully grabbed
Raoual by the arm and wandered back toward the fire.

Chilgar barged into the room and confronted his
father. “OK, I’m here. What is this, and what am I supposed to do
with it? What great piece of wisdom are you going to impart on me
from your scrolls.”

Tarra looked up from the cupful of powder she still
held and Shadoc turned to put his arm around Chantal defensively.
“We don’t know what it is, and as far as what you are to do with
it, that’s up to you. It’s a gift that I’m to give you. That’s all
I know.”

“Who told you to give it to me?”

“Stafon. He treasured it highly and wanted you to
have it, to complete Vau’s bond with your mother.”

“Well, then here it belongs to you.” He held it out
to his mother.

“You know gifts go only to the Seer.”

“Oh, here we go again. I knew this was going to be
more of that golden child crap. Well, no thanks. You keep it.” He
tossed it toward Shadoc, who attempted to catch it out of reflex.
It fell to the floor with a dull thud. Not like a stone or piece of
pottery, but a muted thump. They all stood looking questioningly at
it for several moments before he stooped to pick it up.

Shadoc inspected it for damage and found none. “It’s
weird, I’ll give you that. I’m going to ask Stafon about it as soon
as he wakes. Why don’t you stick around and see what he has to
say.”

“I might as well I guess. Your daughter seems to have
stolen Raoual for the evening.”

“I’ll see about that…” Chantal quickly exited the
room.

Chilgar gestured at the comatose figure. “When’s he
going to wake up?”

Tarra moved quietly to his bedside. “The potion will
wear off in about an hour, and then he’ll be able to talk for a few
minutes before the pain will dominate him. He doesn’t have much
longer. The journey has drained him severely.”

“He insisted that we come. He walked with Yod and
would speak of nothing except the ‘Witch’, and her temple, and the
gift.”

“Oh great, a demented old man gets drugged up and I’m
supposed to make something of it.”

“He was... is a wise leader and knows the ways
of the seer that has guided our people through the cleansing, just
as Chilcoat did. He deserves the respect you would show your
father.” Shadoc moved to stand next to the bed. “He wishes you no
harm.”

Chilgar gestured at the token. “Then why does he give
me this puzzle?”

Tarra brought a small cup of tea. “Let’s ask him.
Hold him up so he can drink.”

The warm broth dribbled from his chin as Stafon
sipped gently on the nectar. He chocked slightly and his eyes
fluttered open slowly. At first, he didn’t seem to recognize what
was happening but as he caught sight of Tarra, he smiled slightly
in resignation.

Shadoc tried to get his attention. “Stafon, will you
hear me? We’re sorry to disturb your rest, but we want to know more
of the gift you’ve brought.” The old eyes wandered across his face
in vague recognition and drooped back behind a wall of sedative.
“Stafon, can you hear me? What’s the meaning of the gift?”

Chilgar grumbled. “Let him rest. He doesn’t even know
he’s alive.”

A weak whisper escaped Stafon’s lips. “You—are
Chilcoat’s son. I recognize his voice.”

“Stafon, we ask your wisdom…” Shadoc started his
normal evocation to prayer.

“Enough of that…” The old man spoke in a dismissive
tone. His eyes opened as vague slits cut into his wrinkled face.
“The child—I must speak with the child.”

Chilgar bristled as everyone turned to look at him.
“There is no child here.”

Stafon weakly whispered. “Chilcoat speaks of your
stubbornness. The gift is to be yours alone.”

“Swell, what is it, and when did Chilcoat speak to
you?”

“This is his home. I hear his voice
clearly.”

“I hate to tell you, but he isn’t here. He’s long
dead and gone, and this place is just a nursery now, not his home.”
Chilgar looked coldly at his mother.

The old man winced from the pain as he struggled to
put words together. “He said to tell you to ‘be good’.”

The words echoed in Chilgar’s thoughts. They were
the same words Chilcoat had used so many times while growing up.
“Be good,” was all he ever said when he caught me doing something I
shouldn’t—something he wanted me to think about. “What is this
thing, this gift you think is so important?”

Tarra administered a bit more tea and tried to
straighten his posture to allow him to breathe. He drew a shallow
breath and held it for a moment. “Vau hides the mystery of Yod that
only you can know. The stone is from Her and is given so that you
may see.”

Chilgar remained contentious. “What a line of crap,
more puzzles and meaningless gibberish. Where did you get it?”

The old man slipped behind a wall of memory as he
thought of the times he had gone diving in the bay of the western
village. I found the stone among the coral that guards the
harbor. The reef rises nearly to the surface as a jagged fortress
that is dangerous to dive on, but it harbors big red snapper that
always earn me praise around the evening fire. In my younger days,
I spent many hours exploring the caves and grottos found nowhere
else on the island. The biggest fish always seem to live in the
deepest caverns.

I went into a grotto one day and surprised a large
shark. My little forked spear was useless against such a beast and
my breath was running out as it patrolled back and forth trapping
me in the cavern. I jabbed my spear as it drew close, but the
creature didn’t even notice the assault. Out of desperation, I
picked up the stone from the sandy bottom and swung it at the beast
as it moved in for the kill. A trail of sand followed the
projectile and drifted across the shark’s face causing it to swerve
away. I quickly grabbed a double handful of sand and made a cloud
of silt around myself. The beast dove through the edge of the
confusion and decided that it would seek clearer water
elsewhere.

I escaped, coughing and gagging, to the surface and
swam as fast as I could back to my raft. The shark followed, but
lost interest when I pulled myself out of the water.

It’s something I’ll never forget, and I treasure the
story still, as I lay here on my deathbed. I returned to the grotto
several weeks later and cautiously retrieved the stone as a token
to use in the telling of my story. It wasn’t until I carried it
coughing and sputtering to the surface that I noticed the strange
blue stone embedded in the coral. It’s a treasure that I proudly
displayed for many years, and now I present it to ‘the one
foretold’ to complete the prophesy.

Stafon coughed again remembering the sun’s rays and
how they burned with Hea’s wrath. The coughing pulled him back from
his memories and he looked again on the children gathered around
him. “Vau graced me with a gift from the Sentinel. It’s written,
‘…the gift of Vau shall speak to the child’.” He coughed again and
couldn’t be comforted.

Tarra gave him tea from a second cup. He tasted it
and turned to look at her with a knowing glance. He sipped again
and laid back to rest. He had fulfilled his destiny and wanted only
the warm embrace of Yod.


I Can Stay

As the stars rose on the third night, the regular
crowd of young revelers gathered at the chimney stone. They were
surprised to see the two young priests sadly setting a funeral pyre
on the altar stones. They chanted softly, and shaved each other’s
head with alternating swipes of flame and a damp cloth. When the
pair finished their ritual, they stood nearly naked in their
loincloths and chanted as they solemnly performed the same ritual
on Stafon’s body.

Shadoc and his family mourned their loss and spoke
well of Stafon’s place in their hearts while Tarra stood by, with
her children dutifully at her side. They attended the ceremony only
because she forced them, but they showed little concern for the
feelings of the visitors. They still mourned the loss of their
father and were uncomfortable with the ritual. It’s such a poor
tribute to someone so dear.

Stafon’s body was placed on the altar and sparks from
his pyre swept up the chimney stone and out over the savanna. The
scent of burning flesh wafted across the gardens and lingered in
their thoughts.

 


***

Chilgar sat across from Shadoc at the morning meal.
“So what is this sentinel he spoke of?”

Chantar jumped at the opportunity to boast of her
home. “It’s a reef off the coast. The divers call it that because
it stands as a fortress guarding the entry of the harbor. The waves
break on it when the tide is right and it throws spray high into
the air, it’s magnificent.”

Tarann joined the conversation with her plate of
food. “Yeah, well I’m not much of one to go swimming in the ocean.
I don’t mind the lake, but the ocean gives me the creeps. It’s too
big and full of weird things.”

Chilgar felt compelled to assault his sister. “Who
asked you?”

Their sibling rivalry bickered back and forth until
their mother arrived and put a stop to it. Chilgar finally got up
and nudged his sister with his knee as a final offense before
leaving.

“Will you be leaving soon?” Tarra asked Shadoc before
Chantal arrived to answer the question for him.

“Yes. I’m afraid it’s been a difficult visit. I hope
we haven’t been too much of a burden.”

Tarra tried to put a friendly face on. “I’m glad to
see you well. You have a fine family.”

“We have our challenges… What’s to become of the
boy?”

“You know what the scrolls say.”

“Yes. Are you OK with it? I mean if you have doubts I
understand—I do.”

Tarra sat quietly for several moments. “Of course I
have doubts, but he needs to grow away from his mother.”

“I’ll say.” Tarann interrupted. “You guys talk like
he’s leaving or something.—I get his room.”

Chantar looked up from her breakfast. “If he’s going
with you, can I stay here? I won’t be any trouble, and I’d really
like to know more about the temple and things.”

“Things like Raoual. I saw you two last night after
the service,” Tarann added.

“Like Raoual, and like you.” She looked at Tarra. “I
want to know what you know. All of my life I’ve heard the stories
from the scrolls, and now I’m here, and I want to stay.”

“You’ll have to talk to your mother about that,”
Shadoc cautioned.

Tarra smiled at her excitement. “I’d be glad to have
you, if—he leaves. The house won’t feel so empty.”

“If who leaves?” Chantal arrived.

“Chilgar—we’re working out a trade.” Chantar
bubbled.

Shadoc tried to slow things down. “Hold on there,
now. He hasn’t said anything about leaving.”

“I’ll tell him.” Tarann offered. “I can get him to do
anything.”

“You keep out of it.” Tarra interjected. “He needs to
make up his own mind.”

“Come on let’s go see if we can find him.” Tarann
sprang to her feet and grabbed Chantar as she headed out the
door.

Tarra called out as the girls left. “You leave him
alone. You have work to do.”

“What kind of work do you do?” Chantar asked as they
fled up the stairway.

“I tend the gardens and stuff like that.”

“Anything in particular or just—stuff?”

“Well right now we’re getting ready for the next
planting, so it’s mostly tilling and fertilizing. Come on I’ll show
you. You can join my crew if you want.”

“Who assigns the duties?”

“The committee—They’re a bunch of old tyrants that
think they know best and want to be sure ‘the witch’s daughter’
does her share.”

They reached the top of the stairs and Chantar stood
looking back into the courtyard. “This is an amazing place. The
shadow from that wall marks the hour by those lines etched across
that wall.” She stood waving at the expanse.

“What, yeah I guess. Have you seen the cherubs
screwing all over the platform? That’s usually what all the
visitors want to see.”

“Yeah, a little, what’s it all mean? I mean, you’re
her daughter. What’s she like?”

“She’s like a mother. She makes me do all sorts of
ceremonies and mix all sorts of potions, and she makes me work in
the fields, and she won’t let me do things I want to do.”

“She’s taught you her way with the herbs?”

“Some of them, mostly lotions and teas. Why do you
ask?”

“I work with my dad on potions. I’m not very good at
some of them, but maybe I could learn from your mother.”

“Maybe you can take my job and I won’t have to be her
temple maiden. Hey, I know... I’ll go with Chilgar and become a
fisherman and you can stay here and takeover dealing with her.”

“Maybe you have something there. That’ll give him a
reason to go. He can be your escort. We just won’t tell him that he
isn’t coming back.”

“Ooo. I like that. It’ll give him a chance to be
protective and I’ll be free from Laot and his gang of thugs.”

“Who’s Laot?”

“He’s this old looser that hangs around too much. He
gets drunk and comes around while the girls are bathing and tells
long boring stories about what a great hunter he is. Say, who’re
the guys you brought?”

“Oh their just Stafon’s ministers, Chad and Tonak.
They got stuck carrying the old man. You want to meet them? Tonak’s
kind of cute.”

“Maybe... I’d better get to work or the committee
will be on my case.”

“Show me. If I’m going to take over for you, I need
to know what to do.” The day went by quickly with many
introductions and explanations. It wasn’t too unlike her duties at
home, so Chantar quickly fell into the rhythm.

“Ah, there you are.” Chantar approached as the
hunter’s finished their debriefing.

Chilgar winced at her appearance, but felt a little
disappointment when she grabbed Raoual in a warm hug and dragged
him off toward the courtyard. He called out after them as they
ignored him. “That’s OK. I’ll be seeing you.”

Tarann yelled back at him as she followed them. “Mom
wants to talk to you.”

“Now what?” He grumbled. It’ll be something about
Shadoc or the trinket and I don’t need that. I can swing by the
fire pit instead and see if any of the guys are hanging around, but
I’m really not in the mood for their pranks either.

The solitude of his room beckoned, so he went to the
infirmary in hopes she wouldn’t be there. The place was still a
mess from searching for his bow, but it was dark enough that it
didn’t matter. He lay on the bed staring at the ceiling, thinking
about his lost bow, and the damn stone. I don’t want to give in
to their trickery but I’m curious about the trinket. It must have
come from the Shanare. That’s what people always say when they
can’t figure something out. “It came from the Shanare, and is a
sign from God.” Well, I’m not buying it.

His mother’s voice echoed in the outer chamber.
“Chilgar, are you here?”

He considered not answering, but decided it wouldn’t
do any good. “Yeah, what do you want?”

“We have to talk.”

“I don’t want to talk. I know what you’re going to
say, and I don’t want any part of your games and potions. Dad was
right, your poisons killed him.”

The words stung as she remembered the times she and
Chilcoat had laughed and taunted about her potions. The thought
lingered, perhaps I didn’t mix it correctly and that was why I
couldn’t save him. I tried everything I could think of but Yod’s
whisper of mercy grew too strong and he slipped away. “I want
you to take your sister to the western village. I don’t like her
hanging around with that old drunk Laot and the coast will be good
for her.”

“What? You must be kidding. If you’re going to dump
her on your old boyfriend, why do I need to get involved? He can
hold her hand. Or, don’t you trust him? You afraid he’s going to
make you a grandma?”

“I don’t need your trash-talk either. It’s settled. I
want you to take your sister to the western village. You are to
protect her and see to it that she finds a good place to stay.”

“And this doesn’t have anything to do with that
trinket thing?”

“Your place with Shadoc, and the gift, is between you
and YodHeaVau. If you can find comfort without Him, you’re free to
do so. I want your sister away from here. She has things that she
must do, and she shouldn’t do them here. She’ll soon be of age, and
I’d like her to find someone—else.”

The duty of finding a mate had been weighing heavily
on Chilgar lately. After coming ‘of age’, he’d skipped the long
walk to the gathering and knew that people were beginning to talk
about his reluctance to marry. He wondered if this was just his
mother trying to get him to go find someone. “If I have to go, I’m
going to just go there and come right back. I have no use for
Shadoc and his games.”

“You’ll stay long enough to be sure your
sister’s safe and sound. Now gather your things, and clean this
place up, you’ve made a mess of it.” She scolded him as she left
the room.

He reluctantly straightened his belongings and sorted
things into a traveling pack. He was nearly ready to call it done
when his eyes fell on his bow. The cord I used to restring it
isn’t working out very well and its small size bothers me. I need
to get a man-sized bow, but the ash grove is too far away to get
one in time for this little adventure. Maybe there’s suitable wood
along the way to the western village and I can show Shadoc a thing
or two about hunting. I’ll ask Chad and Tonak, maybe they know.
He swung his pack over his shoulder and scanned the room one last
time. It seemed foreign to him now that it was clean.

Since Dad died, Mom has slowly converted the place
into a starkly uncluttered hospital, and now that my things are
gone, none of the warmth remains. The last vestiges of Dad are gone
except for his weapons… I haven’t touched them since I made a
display in the nook near the door. His weapons look oddly out of
place in the clean room. Dad would never have lived in such a
place. He always had things around him that spoke of his ways.

Chilgar looked critically at the frayed string of his
own bow and then at the formidable weapon of his father. I shot
it many times while growing up, but it was always too strong for
me. Dad would laugh and poke fun, but he would always help me pull
the last few inches before the release.

He took the weapon from its shelf and wiped the dust
from the brashly painted shaft. Hefting it against the weight of
his own bow, he decided to see if he could string it. Leaning into
its strength, he was able to loop the cord in place on the second
try. The string now quivered with his slightest touch. He held it
firmly at arm’s length and pulled it to its full draw. It seemed to
hum satisfaction that he had awoken it.

He grabbed the quiver of arrows and after a moment’s
hesitation, picked up his father’s spear. I can feel his
presence in the worn, sweat stained, grip. It’s comfortable. If I’m
to do the witches bidding, I’ll do it for Dad, not her. He
pulled the cord from his childhood bow and put the feeble toy in
the nook.

Chilgar entered his mother’s apartment. “I’m ready.
Let’s get started?” His warrior-like appearance startled everyone
as he tossed his pack onto the floor and leaned the weapons against
the wall.

Tarra recognized the weapons, but didn’t begrudge his
desire. “Not for another day or two. Your sister has to get her
things together.”

“What’s to get together? Put your clothes in a bag
and let’s go. I want to get this over with.”

“You know it isn’t that simple. Besides, what’s your
rush? You trying to prove something?” Tarann gestured at the
weapons.

“I just want to be done with it. I’ve got things to
do and I don’t want to spend all summer taking care of you,
Brat.”

Tarra broke her gaze. “That’s enough you two! I want
you both to act like adults. Shadoc is being very kind to take you
to his village and I want you to show your appreciation.”

Chilgar grabbed a peach from the table and flopped
down in a chair. “I think you’ve already shown him enough
appreciation.”

“I don’t expect you to understand the bond we had.
I’m thankful you haven’t known those horrific times, but it doesn’t
give you the right to judge your father or me. Now put this stuff
away and go see if you can find a tent. You’ll need something big
enough to keep the rain off of both of you.”

“Rain, it’s summer, it won’t rain for months.”

“Just do as I say and don’t argue with me.”

“The Great Witch has spoken…” He bowed dramatically
backing away. “Come on Brat let’s get out of here before she casts
a spell on us.”

Tarann scolded her brother as they made their way up
the stairs to the gardens. “You really are a jerk sometimes. She
wants to be done with this just as much as you do. How do you think
you’d feel if your kids were leaving you?”

“I’m not leaving and I’ll bet you’ll come running
back before winter sets in.”

“You’re so dense sometimes. Don’t you know what’s
going on? She doesn’t want us here. Something’s going to happen and
she doesn’t want us going through it. I think she’s sick.”

“What? No! She’s fine. She just wants to get you away
from those lecherous old farts you hang out with.”

“Have it your way, but I think there’s something else
going on.”

Chantar called out from across the garden. “Where are
you guys going?”

“Looking for a tent,” Tarann called back.

“I think your boyfriend has one.” Chilgar jabbed at
Tarann.

Tarann shrugged him off. “He’s not my boyfriend. I
just hang out with him. He’s a lot more fun than you are.”

“He’s his father’s son.” Chilgar reflected. “He
drinks too much and gets mean.”

“He’s nice to me.”

“Of course he’s nice to you, you’re a young girl. He
wants to get up your skirt.”

“It’s not like that. I know what he wants, and we
have an understanding.”

“Yeah well, I understand why mom wants you out of
here.”

“I’m not a baby that everyone needs to look after.
I’ll be old enough to join the offering this year.”

“That’s months away, and who said we’re going to the
gathering this year? You’re going to be at the western village and
that’s a really long walk.”

“Can I interrupt?” Chantar spoke. “Who are we talking
about?”

“Laot,” they both blurted out in unison.

“Oh, the old guy... I’ve seen him hanging around. So
he might have a tent?”

Chilgar noted the scent of cinnamon as Chantar
approached. “Yeah, he came from the lake village a few months back,
and brought his tent along. I heard the people there threw him
out.”

Tarann defended him. “He said it was his idea.”

“Yeah, anyway, he has a whole rig: tent, cart, and
baskets. I just don’t know if he’d be willing to part with it.”

“We’ll just have to make him a good offer.” Chantar
nudged Tarann with a smirk.

Chilgar looked at his little sister scornfully. “Let
me talk to him! Maybe he’ll listen to reason.”

Chantar tried to lighten the mood. “Yeah, or maybe we
should just get him a big jug of wine. If he’s the drinker you say
he is—that may be the key.”

“That’s what I was thinking, a good bowl of smoking
herb and a couple of drinks, and maybe he can be convinced.”

“If you’re going to drug him, why don’t you just use
some of Mom’s herbs?” Tarann added.

Chilgar showed his contempt for Laot. “It’s not
drugging him really. It’s just letting him be the fool he is.”

“Sounds like drugs to me.” Tarann headed out in the
direction of the fire pit where Laot usually hangs out.

Chilgar clinched his grip on Chilcoat’s spear. “Wait
up. Let me handle it.”

Chantar headed toward the courtyard. “I’ll go see if
I can find some wine.”

The pair approached the fire pit where a couple of
Laot’s buddies were lounging. “Hey guys, what’s up? Anybody seen
Laot?” Chilgar wanted to appear casual but the spear betrayed the
image.

“He’s still out hunting. I think he said he was going
to check the waterhole. He thinks there’s a cat there, and you know
him. If there’s a cat around, he’s going to try to get it.”

“Well, tell him I’d like to talk to him when you see
him.”

“Yeah sure. Hey Tarann who’s your friend? Why don’t
you two come back later and hang out.”

Chilgar bristled at the dismissal. “She’s my sister,
and she has better things to do.”

“Sister, how many sisters do you have?”

“Two.” Chantar approached with a bladder of wine
swinging from her grasp. “Half sisters. Right bro? Anybody have
some cups?” She offered up the wine.

“Save it. Laot’s not here.”

“Well, that’s OK. We don’t need him to have a
friendly drink. Right guys?” Her outgoing ways dominated the
situation. Everyone was soon basking in the glow of young summer
wine.

By the time Laot arrived, his men were
half-drunk.

Laot was tall and lean with firm muscles tugging at
the seams of his hunting garb. The patchwork of leather and fur
highlighted his macho image while a touch of gray at the temples of
his unruly brown hair betrayed his youthful image only slightly. He
quickly downed a full cup of wine trying to catch up. “This stuff
tastes like crap, where did you get it?”

One of his men gestured toward Chantar. “She brought
it.”

“You? I’ve seen you. Where did you get this? It must
be somebody’s batch of vinegar.”

“Here, let me sprinkle a little cinnamon in it, it’ll
make it taste better.” She grabbed her purse and extracted a small
pouch of herbs. “I forgot I had this, anybody else want some? It
takes the edge off the wine and makes your tummy warm.” She offered
the pouch up and stood amongst the group rubbing her belly in a
seductive gesture.

Laot leered at her and took a pinch of the powder,
first sniffing it, and then sprinkling it into his cup of wine.

I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Chilgar shook
his head. This woman is drugging these guys and they’re happy to
comply. She may not be a witch, but she certainly has a way about
her that puts these fools at her mercy.

Laot approached tipping his cup to her. “So, who are
you, and why have you brought us this gift?”

“I’m Chantar, the new kid. I thought I should get off
on the right foot.”

“Rumor has it that you’re going to stay with us for a
while.”

“Small town... Yeah. I thought I might see if I can
earn a living here and learn something new.”

Laot tipped his cup. “Well, glad to have you. You
want to go hunting with us?”

“No. I’m more of a gardener, thanks.” She refilled
his cup and pinched a small amount of cinnamon on top. “So what
about you, how long are you going to stay?”

“That depends on the hunting and things.”

“Things like—wine and cinnamon.” She smiled and
turned to Chilgar. “You want to talk about tents?”

“Ah—yeah, hey Laot do you still have your old tent?
I’d be willing to make you a deal for it.”

“What do you have to offer, and why do you want
it?”

“I have to take Sis here to
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