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    To Val–I am happy to find
After all these years, 
That your lifelong friendship
Survived my tears.
I worried about bad decisions, 
Rather than counting on 
Magical visions.

      

    



  	
        
            
            A SONG OF LEAVING
You left me on the road today,
My fist held to my heart.
I'll count the risings of the sun
As long as we're apart.
 
If you see a shooting star, know I'm watching from afar.
 
Every sunset that goes down,
I'll listen for your footsteps
Upon the ground.
 
If you see a shooting star, know I'm watching from afar.
 
When I watch the night sky,
A whispered wish I'll send to you.
Come back to me, and we'll build anew.
 
If you see a shooting star, know I'm watching from afar.
 
I hope our paths cross again someday.
Perhaps your dreams will turn my way.
I'll be here. Come and stay.
 
If you see a shooting star, know I'm watching from afar.
If you see a shooting star, know I'm watching from afar.
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PROLOGUE: AKAMA VUTOVA 

The Rise of the Gugwe
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Thana NukPana stood at the edge of a cliff, the drop a thousand feet. A fall off the edge would take long enough for one’s life to pass before their eyes; or to count all the regrets of missed opportunities; or to flip through treasured memories of loved ones; or to scream all the way to the bottom, not willing to accept the death rising to meet you.

Thana did not pass up opportunities.

Standing at the edge of this abyss atop the cliff was his favorite view. It was a place to think. To ponder. To find solutions to problems and challenges. It was also the place where he once took advantage of an opportunity when it presented itself.

That opportunity turned out to be the day he became the Thana NukPana, Emperor of the Gugwe Tribes.

The Gugwe were creatures of violence. Pugnaciousness is their very nature. But violent streaks could sometimes be born of necessity. Raids by the tribes to steal women or food were something they lived and died by. Villages were spread across the tundra of the far north. Each community had its own KuRuk or chieftain, but all answered to Thana NukPana. 

Life for a tribal warrior was short, ever seeking to claim glory. Climbing dead bodies to reach the top, to become the tribe’s KuRuk. Most tribal chieftains only held the position for a year, two at most, before they found themselves challenged, a fight to the death. Winner claiming the tribe’s KuRuk title.

The process was the same for becoming the Thana NukPana. There was always another who wished to take the mantle as his prize. And it was a prize. The title came with all the Thana’s wives, children, slaves, the best meat, the best drink and all the former Thana’s possessions. The winner could keep or reject any of the boons.

“Ama, Ama,” a young Gugwe cub leaped into his grandmother’s lap and looped his arms around her shoulders. “Tell me the story again about our great emperor. Please Ama?” Several other young Gugwe squatted outside the edge of her doorway, content to eavesdrop.

“You must hold your questions until the very end, mind!” 

The child nodded in agreement. His grandmother grunted at him, a fierce look on her face. Soon her deep singsong voice was sharing history with her audience.

“Before the current Thana NukPana took the title, he was called Akama of the Vutova Tribe. The Vutova were the fiercest warriors of all the 13 Gugwe tribes. They were survivors of cruel living conditions, a trial all its own. Freezing lands, where little grew that they could eat; hunting a critical skill, death by starvation, the price for failure. The tribes did not look kindly on a mouth to feed if that mouth was unsuccessful in providing some value for the good of all the kin.”

“While growing up, Akama Vutova lived and breathed hunting. By the time he became a man under tribal tradition at sixteen, he was the best hunter in his tribe. He had spent his youth tagging along with all the hunt masters. He did not care if he had to haul their water or gather their wood, or carry their dead game back to the village. What he did care about was watching, observing, and learning all their hunting methods. Akama made a study of the hunting theories they applied to various types of prey under differing weather conditions. Witnessing the application of new methods hunters used when a creature’s habitat changed, he noted how men used many types of practices. It became his habit to keep track of the kills by each hunter in the village, perceiving which techniques were most fruitful and under what conditions. His study concerned large and small game, and the methods used by old and young hunters.”

“Akama asked questions. He found if he was delivering firewood to a huntsman’s fire ring or if he offered to sharpen their knives, helped them gut, skin, clean and prepare the meat to cook or to dry, tasks provided an opportunity where the hunt masters were more likely to answer his nagging ‘whys’. But patience ran thin with this kind of prodding from a curious boy. When they found his unending questions intolerable, he often received a sharp smack across the back of his head, and he would back away from the hunter’s fire, bowing and apologizing for bothering him. But it had never stopped him from returning at a later date to continue gleaning information to enhance his knowledge.”

“All his youthful efforts to ferret out each hunter’s secrets and their most successful approaches taught him there wasn’t only one right way to do something. He found the lesson could apply to many areas of life, coveting the knowledge he gained in his observations. When circumstances, weather, or a prey’s patterns changed, he made a note of it. He learned one must detect those changes and quickly adapt to achieve continued success.”

“The years rolled by. Eventually, Akama became the Vutova Tribe’s Hunt Leader. One day, he had an idea that incentives might increase his clan’s health and their survival rate. The tribe had always put all the food hunted and gathered together for community meals. Women assigned the job did the cooking. Those cooks spent their days preparing meals and preserving food for leaner times. It had always been the cook’s task to feed all the tribal members in equal shares.”

“One evening, putting his idea into play, Akama announced that from now on, the hunter who brought in the most kills each week would receive a reward for doing his job better than all the other hunters to feed the Vutova people. The bonus would be an extra cut of meat for each of the members of the hunter’s tent.” 

“The reaction among Akama’s people was mixed. But the tribe’s KuRuk didn’t interfere with the Hunt Leader’s proposed motivation program. The very next day, one hunter came back to the village with three rabbits instead of two, and then produced the same count each day that week. The hunter’s success could be attributed to the fact that he had added an hour of hunting in the morning before the others started. He then increased his efforts with another extra hour, when the others were already sitting around their fire rings, the sun going down. As you can imagine, the other hunters were not congratulatory about his enhanced success.”

“When the week was over, Akama announced the winning hunter. That night, when the tribal member’s bowls were filled with rabbit stew, the victorious hunter, and his family received their equal share from the cook pots. But in addition, the hunter, his wife, and two sons were each given a generous quarter of a roasted rabbit for themselves. Akama himself served the hunter’s family the extra share, crediting the hunter for his efforts. After the presentation was done, there wasn’t a huntsman seated at his fire ring who didn’t make the decision that he, too, wanted to win a reward for his family, doing whatever was necessary to achieve it. The hunting competition became fierce.”

The cub’s eyes turned a shiny red, and Ama could hear small feet shuffling outside.

“Akama was pleased with the success of this program. So, it wasn’t surprising that, not long after, he added the gatherers to the reward system. The one bringing in the most nuts, berries, tubers, etc. would receive an extra cup for each member in their tent at the end of the week. Again, Akama made sure he delivered the bounty personally when the bonuses were distributed.”

“Soon, the prizes and the extra boons were connected to Akama, though he always praised the actual hunter or gatherer who had won to each of the lucky recipients who benefitted. Still, it was Akama himself who handed them the life-changing bounty. The community still had enough to eat, actually more, as the number of contributions to the community larder had also increased. The entire tribe benefitted. Not surprisingly, Akama quickly became popular in the Vutova Tribe.”

“The Vutova’s Hunt Leader was persistent in his studies of all the behaviors among the tribal members. There came a time when Akama found he coveted the Vutova Chieftain’s Badge, worn and displayed as the clasp on the KuRuk’s leather vest. Soon thereafter, Akama discovered he also coveted the chieftain’s fine furs covering the man’s tent. Furs that kept out the biting cold that never leaves their land and ever eats at fingertips, toes, and noses. Akama was mindful of his new feelings, acknowledging the fact that he envied all the material things his KuRuk had.”

“Chieftains in the Gugwe nation always live with the fear that one day another who thinks they can run the tribe better will challenge them. When the time came, chieftains just took a knife to the gut, or a smash to the skull, or an arrow through the heart. No warning. Death just happened, and the title of Chieftain or KuRuk changed hands.”

“Not with Akama. He gave his KuRuk notice of his intentions.”

“One night, when all the people had gathered by the fire rings for their nightly community dinner, Akama spoke to the crowd, after he had dispersed the week’s rewards, ‘Hear me!’ he slammed the end of his heavy staff on the ground, commanding the attention of his people. Turning so he could look the KuRuk of the Vutova Tribe directly in the eyes, he announced, ‘I challenge you for your Chieftain’s Badge, for your title. Fight me now to keep it or die because you don’t have the strength to be our KuRuk!’ he roared. The crowd roared back as the throng pulled away, forming a circle around the tribal leader and his challenger.”

“Hungry for blood, the crush of people growled, howled and chanted, ‘KuRuk, KuRuk, KuRuk!’ Having come to the evening meal weaponless, surprise lit in the Chieftain’s eyes when Akama tossed him a spear, the tip razor sharp obsidian, lashed to a long, smooth stick of Ironwood. Inwardly, the KuRuk laughed at his challenger’s stupidity, because he was one of the best spearmen in Vutova. Akama shook his own spear in the air and roared his putrid breath at the KuRuk. They say death danced in his eyes as he lunged.”

“As was his way, Akama had also long studied the war moves of this KuRuk. He used every bit of his gained knowledge against his foe. The KuRuk was a huge Gugwe, at least half a foot taller than Akama’s thirteen feet. In addition, the Chieftain was five stone heavier because of his habit of taking extra shares of food, a practice warranted by his position. But he was no match for Akama’s speed and cunning. Akama used moves he had learned from watching all the skilled warriors in the tribe, having developed a pattern he practiced daily alone in the woods, using all their best techniques. He danced with his spear using both ends, the sharp and the dull, heavy butt. Slicing, then jabbing the KuRuk’s chin, shoulders, knees, ribs. Slice, jab, slice, jab.”

“The KuRuk swayed, his knees like jelly, his eyes swimming with sweat and blood, trying to keep his sight locked on the devil before him. The KuRuk called out his challenger’s name just before Akama leapt, swinging his body in a full arc, the obsidian razor slicing his opponent from ear to ear, blood gushing from his ruined neck, body thudding to the ground.”

“A hush fell over the onlookers, and Akama turned in a circle, meeting the eyes of his people, waiting to see if another would challenge him.” 

“Silence met his stare, and then a female’s voice rang out, ‘Akama, Akama, Akama!’ The tribe took up the chant, changing it to ‘KuRuk, KuRuk, KuRuk’. So it was that Akama, who was no longer Akama, bent to his kill, took the dead Chieftain’s Badge, hooked it to his vest, raised his spear up in victory, the beast inside him roaring with bloodlust. The weapon came down with a rending crack, breaking apart the lifeless tribesman’s sternum. He tore open the dead Gugwe’s chest, reaching in with his massive clawed hand, and ripped out his adversary’s heart. Blood ran down his arm as he held the heart up for all to see, then he pressed it to his maw and tore a chunk off and chewed. We Gugwe believe that eating the heart of our foe transfers their strength to us.”

“The throng surged around their new leader and hoisted him up on their shoulders, chanting his new title ‘KuRuk’, while he downed the rest of his grizzly prize.”

“Vutova began a three-day celebration to honor its new ruler. Again, Akama, now known as KuRuk Vutova, did the unexpected. He ordered the former KuRuk’s wives to empty the KuRuk’s private larder and shared the spoils among all Vutova’s people. When the first night of feasting was done, many drunk on the old KuRuk’s fermented liquor, Akama sought his new abode. Opening the flap to enter, he found the fire crackling inside, smoke circling up and out the center vent. He smiled to find each female Gugwe of his new household lying naked, beckoning him to the pile of furs. KuRuk Vutova pointed at his three newly gained wives and ordered them to find shelter elsewhere. He put them aside and had no wish to dine on the former KuRuk’s soiled women, sending them from the fur-covered tent, now his.”

“The Vutova Tribe continued to thrive under the reward system Akama had created. A year passed, and each day the KuRuk required not just the warriors, but all the people to learn his dance of spears, the very best moves he had garnered from other warriors. They practiced these new skills each sunrise, then did their regular tasks to ensure the tribe’s survival. When dusk arrived, everyone dropped whatever they were doing and danced the spear patterns again. Strength building, skills sharpening. The KuRuk changed some of his people’s tasks, giving both the men and the women opportunities to be reassigned to jobs they desired. Not stuck with whatever they fell into because their parents before them had the same lifelong task. He created a group of women warriors, and when the male Gugwe scoffed at the idea; he assigned them as mentors to each would-be female fighter, offering a boon to those whose skills improved fastest. To determine how those boons were meted out, the KuRuk arranged fights between female opponents; the winner and their tutor rewarded. This practice quickly grew in popularity. Soon, the tribe prepared special food and drink as part of the routine before the weekly matches.”

“The community built a fighting pit under the direction of the KuRuk. The sidelines were blocked off with woven rope barriers, where the onlookers could line the pit to watch the bloody action. Inevitably, the tribe began gambling. Bets were placed on the contestants: who would draw first blood, who would maim the other, who would win, and how quickly. Killing was prohibited, but maiming acceptable. Why bother training more warriors just to have them killed off by another member of the tribe in a contest?” Ama laughed.

“KuRuk discovered a young tribesman named Gorloc, with a special talent for making obsidian-tipped spears. He also exhibited the ability to construct good knives, sling-shots and other weapons. So, KuRuk had a special tent set up and materials delivered regularly to speed Gorloc’s trade along. The weekly boon paid out to the fight’s winner and her trainer was a valuable acquisition, each receiving one of Gorloc’s finely made spears. It wasn’t long before KuRuk added two additional apprentices to Gorloc’s weapon tent.”

“The Gugwe tribes across the northern tundra number thirteen. Each tribe with its own KuRuk, all under the rule of the Thana NukPana. Word spread among the tribes of the Vutova’s food and weapon rewards, as well as the unusual training of female warriors. These stories made their way to Thana NukPana’s throne.”

“Curiosity about the Vutova tribe’s odd practices took hold of the Thana. He assembled fifty of his fiercest warriors. The chosen group traveled with the Gugwe Emperor, along with a host of slaves he had stolen over time from the Fae, the Goblin, and the Human inhabitants many miles south of the Gugwe territories. The slaves were used to carry the troops’ supplies; to cook; to service the Thana’s soldiers. A minor offence would find a slave whipped, beaten, raped, and sometimes left for dead during the trip to the northern Gugwe tribal village, Vutova. Thana NukPana wanted to see for himself what foolishness this KuRuk was fostering.”

“The Vutova tribe welcomed the Thana and his troop, but had never seen slaves before. KuRuk quietly arranged for a great deal of secret surveillance of the Thana and his entourage, wanting to understand what role the slaves played in the Thana’s life. A feast was prepared. The Thana and his followers had arrived on the same day the weekly pit fight was to take place. Thana NukPana could see for himself that all the members of the Vutovan tribe were muscled and healthy. The tribe’s population had nearly doubled to five hundred strong since he had last visited under the former KuRuk. It had been Akama’s practice to take in any Gugwe from other tribes who had come to the village to visit and wished to stay, or those who had been banished from their own tribes.”

The cub in Ama’s arms fidgeted and yawned. She glared at him, and he sat up straight to show she had his full attention, so she continued the story.

“When dusk fell, Thana NukPana’s face betrayed his surprise when one of the Vutovas’ beat out a drum pattern on a hollowed log. The drummed message caused the Vutova tribal population of men, women, children, old and young alike to drop what they were doing, grab their spears and began their evening ritual of the spear dance practice, a routine complete with guttural growls and a roaring finish.”

“Thana NukPana did not hide his disgust at allowing females to take part, even though his eye could see the well-trained fighting skills were honed to deadly moves in the dance. More skill than his own armed men possessed. He held his tongue through the meal, planning to dress down this KuRuk upstart publicly. When the meal was served, KuRuk Vutova informed the Thana he was in luck. His visit coincided with the tribe’s weekly games being held in the fighting pit. KuRuk assured the Thana he would see some of their best fighters pitted against one another tonight. Not knowing what this was all about, the Thana was intrigued, deciding his verbal denouncement of the Vutova KuRuk could wait until after these so-called games. He directed his soldiers to intersperse throughout the assembled tribal members in case there was trouble.”

“KuRuk placed the Thana on his own carved tree trunk to sit before the pit. The best view and a seat of honor. The gathering filled in all around the pit. Younglings were given a space at the front so they could see. Some sat on the shoulders of a father, or uncle, or brother in the back.”

“Using ropes, three men lowered the first two combatants into the fighting arena. Each opponent held a spear in hand as they stepped down onto the sandy floor. A roar went up from the assembly, and the fighters hefted their spears, egged on by the chanting of their names. Thana could see the spectators quickly exchanging stones, a way of making and later collecting on bets.”

“The two opponents ran at each other, their powerful bodies slashing and spinning. One drew first blood with a slice across her adversary’s shoulder, but took a painful jab to the ribs with the butt-end of her rival’s spear shaft. They flew through the pit in a series of movements as if they had been choreographed. It took a keen eye to catch all the bloody damage, while the symmetry ensorcelled the onlookers.”

“The end came quickly as the taller of the two thwacked the other on the back of her knees, sending her to the ground and a mouthful of sand. Down, but not defeated, the mob went wild, but her growl echoed out of the pit, she rolled, her hands scrabbling at the ground, her right grabbing her spear once more, as her adversary danced around the pit, drinking in the crowd’s approval, shouting her name, not paying attention until the horde went abruptly silent.”

“Thana NukPana leaned forward, as excited as everyone surrounding the pit, to see what would happen next.”

“The over-confident fighter was taken aback at the sudden hush that fell over the crowd, turned to see her foe up again, running toward her, leaping in an arabesque fashion, spear thrust forward like an extension of her arm, a beautiful movement causing a sharp intake of breath by the watchers, which they held, as the scene played out in front of them. Just when it seemed victory was hers, the other lifted her right arm and threw a handful of sand into her challenger’s eyes. The exquisite move ended in an ugly fall, ankle bone shattering as she crashed to the ground, sand blinded. The shorter combatant placed a foot on her competitor’s chest, the obsidian point of her spear drawing a small bead of blood at her throat. ‘Concede,’ she demanded.”

“The opponent dropped her spear, and the cluster of spectators thundered their approval. Looking up proudly, the winner nodded first to her mentor, then to KuRuk Vutova, and lastly to Thana NukPana, who frowned back in answer.”

“Thana watched incredulously as KuRuk awarded a newly made spear to the winner and one to her mentor.”

“The visiting Thana NukPana stood, intending to share his wisdom and denounce their KuRuk’s foolishness to the Tribe, but before he could get his first word out, the audience had picked up the mentor and the winner on their shoulders, cheering, whisking them off to the fire rings to celebrate.”

“KuRuk Vutova grasped the Thana’s shoulder and squeezed, pleased with the performance, and said, ‘I hope you enjoyed our competitions, Thana NukPana. Now, there are some serious changes I would like to talk to you about. Come, I know just the place where we can talk uninterrupted; a grand vista of the land I want you to see. There are many ideas I wish to share with you,’ he grinned. ‘There are many questions in my head that need answers. It is my wish and hope that your great wisdom benefits me.’”

“The Thana’s lips curved up with a smile not reflected in his eyes. ‘Very well, show me this impressive vista of yours. We can talk on the way.’”

“The two men went west out of the KuRuk’s village, and the Vutova leader used the walk to pour out his ideas to the Gugwe Emperor. Expounding on how the hunting and gathering rewards worked, he illuminated how his new weapon’s master, now with four apprentices, was making many weapons for the Tribe, rather than each warrior having to make their own. Sharing his success in preparing three units of female soldiers; Akama explained his plans to begin war training at an early age, wherein the younglings would be taken from their mothers when they turned eight. They would live in barracks together. Their training would mold them into a close-knit fighting unit.” 

“Thana listened attentively as the KuRuk laid out each new idea, his face schooled not to reveal his thoughts.” 

“A skill you must learn to master, little cub,” Ama pinched the boy.

“Anyway, when he finished sharing his notions and plans, Akama pelted the Thana with questions about his slaves. Where did he find them? What was their purpose? How could he get some?”

“At last, they came to the great cliff point, and Thana had to concede the KuRuk had not lied. The vista spread before them just as the moon cast its spotlight, showcasing the valley below, running along the colored rock cliff side, a rushing river crashing through the land and dropping off in a thundering waterfall. The Thana surveyed the panoramic view and was impressed, but his disgust with all he had heard and seen this night bubbled up. He turned his body to face the KuRuk. ‘You are not the traditional chieftain,’ his words delivered with a menacing growl.”

“KuRuk nodded his head, thinking the comment a compliment.”

“The Thana crinkled his snout at the fool. He couldn’t even tell when he was being insulted! ‘You are not fit to rule as the Vutova KuRuk!’ his words roared out, spewing his putrid breath with them. ‘You’ve turned your village into a disgrace. Our females are meant for breeding, to give us good, strong sons to train as warriors, not to learn a soldier’s ways for themselves. You hand out rewards like sweets instead of claiming the best for yourself to show your strength as a leader. You are foolish and wasteful. I will not permit it!’ The ground reverberated with his bellowing, his body trembling on the edge of violence. ‘What possessed you to put all these crazy ideas into play?’”

“KuRuk Vutova could hardly believe his ears. ‘Did you not see how healthy the tribe was? Are you blind to the power of all the people, their bodies robust with training; their powerful sense of community, but a stronger sense of individualism? I do not limit my people, holding them down under my thumb. Would you take it all from them again? Can’t you see how these varied methods could be instilled in the whole of the Gugwe population so we become the strongest, most feared race in the lands?’ his own voice reaching an angry boom.”

“Thana held up his hand, a gesture striking the KuRuk as child-like, his outline shining in the moonlight, the landscape behind him as he stood in all his perceived glory upon the precipice. ‘No,’ Thana said in a quiet, firm voice, ‘I will not allow you to spread your insanity further. Your foolish ideas will spoil our culture. Kill, eat, breed. Those are the only things we need to survive; you fool.’”

“KuRuk laughed, causing the Thana’s eyes to glow red. ‘My apologies, Thana. I failed to tell you about my latest discovery, including how such an idea could better life for our people.’”

“Thana’s eyebrows raised. The leader of the Vutova continued, ‘A strange creature came to our village a few months back. It taught me a new skill before its weak body succumbed to death. You may have noticed, I like to learn new things,’ he smiled at the emperor, ‘You never know when just the right skill can change your life Thana NukPana, listen...’ KuRuk thrust his arms out, fingers pointing at the Emperor of the Gugwe race. A near-invisible thread of power ran from one of the Akama’s fingers and attached to the Thana’s forehead. ‘Your mind is mine,’ he declared.” 

“The Thana’s eyes went slack, his rigid muscles relaxed as he stood staring blankly at KuRuk. ‘I will demonstrate my new skill to you, Emperor. You see, I have learned to cast a spell of mind-control. Just think what it could mean for our people! Oh, wait, I forgot. You only wish for an endless cycle of kill, eat, breed for the Gugwe nation.’ Akama laughed, ‘No, Thana. I am afraid I must reject your short-sighted leadership. I do not accept your version of the future for the Gugwe people.’ KuRuk sadly shook his head. ‘You are a disappointment, Thana NukPana. A fool with a leader’s title who does not know how to lead.’”

“KuRuk clucked his tongue three times.” Ama demonstrated with her own tongue. “‘Turn around, Thana.’”

“The giant beast-man’s feet shuffled beneath him, turning his body full circle to face the panoramic view once more. KuRuk tightened his grip on the Thana’s mind, ripping, shredding, giving his command in a calm voice, ‘Jump, Thana NukPana. Jump. Your life is forfeit.’”

“The emperor of all the 13 Gugwe tribes stepped off the sheer drop. The Vutova KuRuk released his hold, freeing Thana’s mind.” 

“And do you know,” Ama poked the cub in her lap in his belly. “Thana NukPana screamed all the way to the bottom.”

“‘Yes,’ Akama said to himself, ‘I thought you would be the type to scream all the way down to your death.’”

All the cubs outside Ama’s door laughed, thinking Akama clever. Ama pushed the cub off her lap. “There’s work to do, but I will tell you the end if you promise to go straight to your chores when the story is done.” He nodded. Her eyes looked to the doorway, and the strays put their forefingers and middle fingers together, kissed them and held them to their hearts. Ama nodded her acknowledgement and invited them to slip in to hear the final accounting of the KuRuks’ rise to Emperor.

“The new Thana NukPana walked thoughtfully back toward the village, already thinking of another he would appoint as the KuRuk Vutova to take his former place. He smiled pleasantly at the idea of a new tradition. Taking his time, mind occupied with plans for the future, he reviewed all the changes he wished to implement throughout the Gugwe empire. Campaigns to capture many slaves who could do the work of his people, so the Gugwe could thrive and train as an army, able to overcome their enemies. They could get not only what they needed, but anything they wanted. He knew these changes would have to be phased in. There would be much to learn along the way. He was no stranger to trial and error. He would have to study the races he intended to make slaves: the Fae, the Goblins, the Humans, to learn of their strengths, their weaknesses, their ways, and their interactions with one another. It would take a great deal of patience to influence the thinking of the 13 tribes. But he vowed he would see his dreams through to fruition. The Gugwe people would reap the benefits of his ambition.” Ama passed each cub a sweet from a wooden bowl and shooed them away from her hearth.
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CHAPTER 1: Dream Magic
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Kris slept, drifting in a calm, soothing dream. A soft voice captured his attention as he floated in a clear waterhole surrounded by rocky outcroppings. He spotted the small gargoyle sitting above the pool on a flat stone jutting out over the water. It was the same creature he had noticed among the stones in various fireplaces at Robert’s hold. His body buoyed, he asked, “What is your name? Why are you here?” Kris sculpted his cupped hands in and out at his sides, maneuvering his long limbs around the water in the circular pool.

“I am known as Dedo. I will help you and your cousins on your quest, young seer.”

Kris considered those words, circling the circumference of the water twice. “This is not a vision,” he told Dedo.

“No. Not a vision,” Dedo agreed. “Originally, when you all set out on a quest, your goal was to find uncles and fathers. Somewhere along the way you got sidetracked, changed your focus to finding your cousin Faith, who before was only ever a whispered rumor to you.”

“Yes,” Kris acknowledged. “We haven’t found the uncles and fathers, but our efforts led us to some clues about the Fae Court. Nor have we been able to find the King or the Queen of the Fae, but I had a true vision about Faith, our Fae Princess. So, we wanted to see where that path would lead us.”

“You, your sister and your cousins must find the road again to seek your uncles and their father. Their need for your help is greater than Faith’s need.” The gargoyle spread his arms, palms up, as if he had decreed the truth of the matter.

“We cannot turn aside, Dedo. Faith is in mortal danger. I have seen it,” Kris told him.

“There are many threads within the weave of this cloth. The princess will have the help of others. She has much to learn, but only a select few can teach her the skills she will need to prepare for her future role. Your path points another way. Never fear. You will meet Faith again,” the gargoyle spoke with authority.

Kris closed his eyes, letting the truth of Dedo’s words fill him. The sun pushed up over the horizon, bathing the small pool in golden sunlight. The young seer told the small creature, “We will go north with the goblin lads.”

“Good. You must become the leader of your companions. North is the direction to find your uncles and fathers. This is critical to the weave. Critical for Faith’s future. If you need to contact me again, make it private. Here are two agates. Rub them together, speak your message, and I will hear of your need.” 

Kris’s hand closed over the two colorful stones. He felt the mantle of Dedo’s command fall across his body like a silk cloak. When he next opened his eyes, the gargoyle was gone. Sleep took him back into her arms and cradled him; his slumber peaceful for another hour.

The sounds of the morning camp woke him. The Goblin lads were stoking last night’s fire to life and putting water on to boil. Kris rose and shook out his blanket. Two agates fell to the ground at his feet. Proof of his dream conversation with Dedo. He pocketed the stones. Pouring cold water into the camp’s metal washbowl, Kris splashed it on his face to wash the sleep from his eyes. His cousins were in various stages of waking and moving about. Walking to the stump he had stood on the night before, he climbed atop, announcing to one and all, “Change in plan,” he stated firmly. “We’re going to follow our original quest to find uncles and fathers.” 

There was a cacophony of questions, demands, and outright declarations against this course from his cousins. The goblin lads looked around at one another, saying nothing. Mariella remained silent.

“Quiet, all of you, and listen,” Kristian commanded in a soft voice. For once, they obeyed. “I have it from a reliable source. Faith’s safety is in the hands of others. We still must find our fathers and uncles if we are to have any chance of finding the King and...and hopefully Queen of the Fae. We will cross paths with our cousin Faith again in the north.” He carefully met gazes with each of his older cousins, then stepped down from the stump.

The collective crowd stood around staring at him. Travis still lay under his blanket, with a dog on both sides. He scrubbed his hand through his hair as he sat up, leaning on his elbows. “Well then, stop wasting time,” he said to no one in particular. “Kris has set a fresh course for us. Let’s get breakfast going. Best not to travel on an empty stomach, I always say. Master Kristian’s compass points north, so north we’ll go.”

With Travis’ approval, action took over the camp. Mariella smiled at her brother, and he granted her one in return. “Why?” she whispered to him.

“I had a visit from the gargoyle we saw at Robert’s fortress. Remember him?” he whispered back.

It was all the answer she needed. Mariella nodded at her brother, packed up her things, and helped make breakfast to feed the crew.

***
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ALIAH, GARRETT, CARLISSE, and Delainey had been riding since sunrise; the bright orb overhead now. They stopped by a small stream for a break, watered the horses, letting them drink their fill. Then hobbled the animals in the small field to graze while they prepared a quick meal.

Aliah took advantage of the clear stream. After filling the pot with water to boil, she gathered all their water bladders, found an easy spot to kneel on the bank, filling them. The reflection of the gargoyle appeared in the water without warning; her head jerking up to find his form standing across the small stream, his stance irreverent among the river rocks.

“Well,” she said with only minor irritation, “you’ve certainly taken your time in showing yourself again.” She capped the bladder in hand, laid it aside, and grabbed another. “The last time I saw you was the day you warned me to be ready for Val and Faith’s secret exit. You said you’d give me more information soon! I haven’t had a word from you since. Do you have any idea what we’ve been through?” she demanded.

Dedo tapped his foot against the stone beneath him. “I do. But I’m here now. I’ve been busy,” he answered curtly. “You, Master Garrett, and your sisters are on your way to rescue your sister Valerie Victoria Pureheart,” he raised one eyebrow, and she nodded grudgingly. “It is the path you must continue to follow, though rescue will not be necessary by the time you find her. By then, she will be safe in the company of others willing to help all of you in your next task.”

“The next task is to find Faith,” Aliah stated. “She’s missing too, you know.”

“Wrong, Mistress Aliah.” They glared at one another. “Faith has others seeing to her rescue. I have a plan for all of you to reunite. In addition, there is a special person who will provide Faith, you and your sisters training in the use of all the magical powers at your disposal, not just those you’ve stumbled across learning, seer!”

Aliah dragged in a sharp breath, her eyes narrowing at the goyle. He knew she was a seer! How could he possibly have found out? After all her care to keep that information secret, her efforts seemed an obvious waste now.

“Your sister Valerie,” he said her name with distaste, “is with several new companions being hosted by the Dream Weaver as we speak. Your entourage will find them.” He paused, but when she said nothing, he continued. “You will all take instruction from the Weaver, training until the Weaver deems you ready to leave that special tutelage. This is critical to the weave. Am I clear?” His foot tapped away in irritable annoyance.

Aliah wanted to rage at him, follow her own course, and be rid of the lifelong manipulation she had endured from him. Once, long ago, she was enthralled with Dedo, but in the last year or two he had become a thorn in her side. Deep down, she knew he had always been right about every direction or command, so she nodded her acquiescence, afraid that if she opened her mouth, things would be said that she would later regret.

“Good,” he allowed, as if he could hear her churning thoughts, his foot coming to stillness. “You will find the Dream Weaver’s house ten miles due west of here. Oh,” he turned to address her over his shoulder as he walked away. “Do hurry, or you’ll miss afternoon tea. He’s expecting you.” Dedo had taken three or four steps when Aliah spoke next.

“Wait!” she stammered. “He? He? The Dream Weaver is a woman! I know because I’ve been to see her before,” she bragged.

Once more, those beady black eyes gazed at her from head to toe, making her shiver involuntarily. “Another lesson in proving you don’t know everything you think you do, Mistress Aliah. Tuck that nugget away for examination later and learn from it.” The haughty gargoyle disappeared right before her eyes.

*** 
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DEDO RETURNED TO SIR Robert’s fortress to the rocks in the fireplace in Faith’s room. He found Reatha and the old nurse rocking their chairs in matched time, mending piled in their laps, needles poking in and out of material like they were wielding tiny stabbing weapons.

Lenny and Lester saw him first, turned to one another, hands over their mouths to stifle their laughter, turning back quickly to their staid positions, dripping wax on the mantel.

The old nurse, concentrating on her task, never even raised her head. “Reatha, put aside the shirt you’re mending. I believe Dedo has graced us with his presence again.”

Reatha’s eyes climbed over the rocks above the mantel until she spotted him. “You must be tired.” 

He nodded, chin resting on his knees. 

“Have you completed all your rounds? Come now, tell us what you found?” her request was almost pleading.

“Put your fears aside, mistress. All the threads of the weave are in motion. Our princess is in the hands of Robin Goodfellow. We must trust Queen Aleta’s plan. A plan she had taken great care to put into play so many years past will now come to fruition, just as she had foreseen. The spell she cast on Robin Wilum Goodfellow as a child, linking him to Faith through the wake-Robin, the trillium, has been sprung,” he announced.

Reatha sighed in relief, though her fears only ebbed a bit. Nursie continued rocking. “At least we don’t have to repeat the story, warning her off any longer! I was sick and tired of telling Faith never to pick a spring trillium, drilling the idea into her mind,” she stated in fact.

All three of them smiled. Lenny and Lester mimed picking a flower, adding more wax to the mantel in their jest.

“Reatha, you must convince Sir Robert to take the hold’s small garrison north to accompany the two of you on a visit to see your sister Mari. The time has come,” Dedo told Reatha.

The nurse reached over and patted Reatha’s hand. Lenny and Lester mocked an action as if they were riding horses, dripping a fresh coat of wax beneath them.

Dedo pointed at the two small gargoyles. “You two will go with them.” They faked biting their nails, then bubbled up in silent laughter. “I have a task that only two fools can accomplish,” he told them, shaking his finger in admonishment. They sat stone still.

“I have other things to see to, Evy,” Dedo told the old nurse. “But first, I must pay my respects to our queen. Do you have a message for your lady?” he offered.

“Only to send her, my love. She’s years beyond needing her old nurse’s advice.”

Dedo nodded his approval.

“Send her my love as well,” Reatha said quietly. “Remember, she still needs us all.” 

“Make your preparations. I will see you again before you leave for Mari’s hold,” he told them, disappearing into the stones.

Dedo reappeared in the lowest level of the fortress, touched the stone on the shore of the map shaped like Sapphire Lake, let a wave wash over him among the beach agates, then he touched another and found himself before the shimmering pool at the bottom of the Fae palace in the far north.

He dropped a small pebble into the mirror of water, causing ripples to spread from one edge to the other. When all was smooth again, his Lady Queen’s face shone out before him in the pool.

Dedo bowed. She smiled, small lines appearing at the corners of her eyes. Her face looked tired and drawn. “Good to see you, old friend,” she told him.

“Are you well, my Queen?” concern laced his words, noting her skin was a pallid gray.

“I am well enough,” she assured him. “My jailers’ experiment with new tactics. They are always trying to capture the essence of my power, but I am still whole. What news of my daughter?” Her eyes brightened at the asking.

“The Fae Princess has picked a trillium, my lady. Contrary to all our warnings,” he let the words wash over her and continued, “It was in the hour of her greatest need, but she sprung the spell you laid so many years before. Robin Wilum Goodfellow answered her call.”

Dedo watched as Queen Aleta’s relief physically rippled through her, and her skin took on its usual golden pallor.

“A spell cast so many years gone by,” she sighed dreamily, “A spell that is still in force today. It would seem my vision was a true one. I always loved the spring trilliums,” she admitted. “It’s a pity I haven’t seen them for so many years.”

“Persid is dead,” he cut in, as though he were telling her the moon was up.

“Did she...” the Queen started.

“Of course, my lady. The weave was woven, the fortune told. When she realized who the girl was, her long-cultivated hatred of you begged for revenge.” Aleta’s face rearranged itself in alarm.

Dedo held up his hand, palm out, to stop her fears. “In the end, Persid weighed the value of her children against her desire for revenge. The scale tipped. Unfortunately, the princess had to kill Persid to save herself before all was said and done.”

“Persid’s children? I promised,” she insisted.

“Your daughter has your heart, my queen. She gave the same promise again. Persid’s children live.”

“What of Persid’s twin?” she queried; her face stone hard.

“I used the marker you gave me,” he told her.

“So soon, Dedo?”

“It was necessary.”

She adjusted her crown; the weight was heavy. “Of course. You must do as you see fit to bring the threads together in the weave.”

“Morveena has captured Faith, my queen.”

Aleta drew a sharp breath of surprise. “You saved this nugget for last?” she accused.

“Some matters were always unclear in the visions, as you know. You must trust, as we all must. Morveena has hatched a plan to sell our princess to the Gugwe. To Thana NukPana,” his voice quivered. He watched the color drain from her face.

“Never!” she whispered. “You must never allow it to happen, Dedo. I beg you, never,” her voice trailed off.

“There is no need to make your suffering greater, my queen!” he said with authority. “I have the spider’s spinning wheel, and the weaves are in my control. The Gugwe will not have her!” He hadn’t realized his voice had risen to a shout. Two spots of color rose to his cheeks, embarrassed by his outburst.

The imprisoned queen calmed him. “Never fear, old friend, if you are pulling the threads in the weave, all will come smooth in the cloth.” She wished she could reach out to offer him comfort through touch. “You must go now. I am glad you came and held back no details, however dire. We must trust that the spell given to Robin as a child will do its work as we planned.” She turned her head, listening, then looked at Dedo again. “The guards come for me. I must go, and you still have arrangements to make! Take heart and help wherever you can find it. I promise to be strong,” she assured him. Her beautiful face fading from the pool, her last question a soft echo in the chamber: “What of my love, Lennox?” 

Before Dedo could answer, she was gone, likely to endure tortures he could not fathom at the hands of her captors. His only relief was that there wasn’t time to give her the news King Lennox was still missing. Dedo’s only hope when they next met was that he could deliver a different response. The clever gargoyle took a moment to be grateful his unspoken answer would keep hope strong in her heart.

*** 
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AFTER VISITING ANOTHER’S dreams, Ari spun back along the golden thread, reentering his stone house. He stood at the edge of the wide web he had woven throughout his dining room, his prisoners encased, quiet in their cocoons. Exhaling softly, he shifted into spider form. One by one, he touched the foreheads of each of his charges, inserting a slight alteration to their memories using his dream magic. He spent the next several minutes gathering all his webbing from his victims, now his guests, absorbing it back into his sac.

Another shift and he had coalesced back into his man-form. Arnid went about the room, setting the stage just as he wanted it. Satisfied, he took a chair at the table after placing a fresh pitcher of ale and five mugs with varying levels of beer in front of each of his guests. Taking the pitcher in hand, he loudly asked, “Now then, who’s ready for a refill?”

The four companions groggily opened their eyes, each holding a mug, looking around the table at one another. There were no webs constricting them now; the evidence was gone. In fact, the four of them didn’t remember any imprisonment at all.

Valerie narrowed her eyes, looked suspiciously at the Dream Weaver, then glanced over her shoulder to the shadowed fireplace corner. She turned to Caz. “When did you and Rolland get here? I...I must have dozed off,” she said, trying to reconcile her muddled thoughts.

Saffron seemed just as confused as Val. Rolland only acknowledged the relief he felt at finding Saffron safe.

Caz looked from the Weaver to each of his friends. “Wait!” he declared. “I remember you told us we’d found the Dream Weaver. It’s you!” he pointed at their host. Ari rewarded him with a smile. “But,” Caz scratched his head, “you also told us the girls weren’t here, yeah? What’s what?”

“You’re mistaken, young Touchstone. I merely asked if you thought the girls were here.” Ari reminded Caz, “If I understand correctly, based on our conversation, seems you all wish to have your fortunes told, hey?”

“Somehow, I missed some parts of the conversation,” Val said doubtfully, not trusting Ari’s words. There seemed to be a hole in her memory.

“Ah,” Ari countered, “no need to feel embarrassed, Mistress Valerie. You and your friend Saffron were nearly exhausted when you arrived. It didn’t surprise me when you both fell into a light nap. No harm done. A warm day and a mug or two of good ale can have such an effect. I’m glad I could offer you a respite before your colleagues arrived. These two lads were quite worried about your safety!” he emphasized.

“Asleep? You claim we both fell asleep?” She looked for a second confirmation from him. “But I remember...” her eyes drifted back to the shadowed corner again, but the thought was gone when Ari reached over and patted her hand to comfort her. “Oh, I don’t know,” she hedged. “I guess it’s possible I might have zonked out for a while. But it seems like I would remember something...”

“I know how you feel, Mistress Pureheart, but must be, it was only a dream.” Ari offered. 

He worked his way around the table, topping off their mugs. “I’ll just be in the kitchen getting a meal ready,” he told his guests. “Make yourselves at home. Once you’re all revived, you can tell me which of you wants your fortune told first, hey?”
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CHAPTER 2: Spend Your Own Bacon
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Tuck, Zud, and Weasel squatted in a circle with Travis and Shawn. Weasel had an arm around each of the dogs at his sides; stroking their heads as they leaned into him. Travis was using a stick to draw a crude map of Sharas in the dirt. Shawn pointed, stating, “We’re right about here. And over here...” he pointed again, “is where our homes are.”

Brittany walked up to the small group and kneeled down next to Weasel, offering him a smile, and began petting one dog. “Show us where you lads are heading,” she directed to Tuck.

Tuck picked up another stick to use as a pointer. Tapping three places northeast of their current position, he told them, “First off, we know of three gob clans who were there, there and there. At least they were when we last came through this area two years ago. We plan to go to each and see if they’re safe, warn them about the Gugwe. Hopefully, they’ll send a contingent to a moot to discuss all the problems and help devise solutions.”

Zud took the stick from Tuck and drew the shape of Sapphire Lake, then added the outline of the north peninsula. He made ripples like waves in all the vast lakes surrounding the land. Zud waved the stick across the whole peninsula. “Our clans live everywhere up here.” He looked up, locked eyes with Travis. “So do the Fae.” All the lads nodded their heads in agreement.

Weasel used his finger to point at a spot just between the North and South peninsulas. “This would be a good place to hold the moot.”

Brittany took a stick out of one of the dog’s mouths and added her own artist touch to the dirt map, creating a vast swath of land above Sapphire Lake. Using her penchant for drama, she looked around the circle at each of them. Taking her time, she drew 13 large Xs across parts of the map. “There, lads,” she said to them, “there is the land of the Gugwe nation.” Everyone stared at the Xs as though they could come to life and bite them. All the lads and cousins filtered in and out of the group, adding bits and pieces of detail to the map or making comments on what was depicted. The original five were still studying the configuration when Kristian squatted down beside Travis. Blue eyes moved from side to side, taking in the map the group had created. He had his own pointer, drew arcs across the map connecting different points, and suggested they should travel to the three goblin villages first and then visit their own homes in the mid-lands.

“I say we follow the lads to their clan strongholds, then cut west, stop in at home to let family know we’re safe, see if they have any news to share. We can report that we found Faith and bring them up to speed. I like Tuck’s plan to hold a formal moot. But I’d like to expand the invitations to include goblins, Fae, really any citizens of Sharas that want to attend. We can check to see if others from home have an interest in joining us for a gathering.” Scanning the map again, Kris placed a circle around the area Weasel had shown for the meeting. “Maybe we’ll get new information at the moot to direct our next course.” Kris looked at Weasel. “Do you think two or three of the lads would want to travel separately? Maybe head to the north peninsula to spread the word up there about the moot to Fae, goblins, and men alike, while we do the same down here?”

Tuck and Zud immediately volunteered, saying they thought Drako would likely go with them. “I can get word to Robert’s fortress,” Kris told the group. “Robert can spread it south from there. Good work, everyone,” Kris told them sincerely. “Let’s pack up camp and head out.”

Travis smiled at Kristian, surprised to feel a warm glow in his chest, proud his younger cousin had taken on the role of a leader. He was shaking his head in wonder as he grabbed the piece of bacon Shawn was about to put in his mouth, broke it in half and gave a piece to each dog. Shawn punched Travis on the shoulder. “Spend your own bacon to train the dogs,” he growled at his brother good-naturedly. “Besides, Britt has already got them trained on her hand.” 

Travis laughed. “Shawn, dogs always mind the last master who gave the treat.”

“We’ll see,” Shawn countered.

“Hey bro, want to put a wager on it?” Travis urged, a twinkle in his eye. 

They all walked away from the dirt map, leaving Weasel and the dogs, their heads in his lap. “Now I know how they do it, eh, fellows?” he asked the dogs as he scratched behind their ears.

It took longer than usual to tear the camp down. They sorted out some supplies — cookware, food, and water bladders — to provide Tuk, Zud, and Drako for their route. Bento advised the three to split the night watch in half every night and rotate, so one of them always got a full night’s rest while the other two shared the watch. If they cycled through using his system, it would rest everyone enough to keep alert to dangers. Bento did not want any of them to be taken unaware by a Gugwe again. He shivered at the thought. Brittany gently touched his arm for solace, aware of his fear.

Lehto organized the other groups and was divvying up all the gear equally between them to pack and carry when Brittany marched up to him. “What’s going on here, Lehto?”

The goblin cringed, not sure what the tone of her voice meant, wondering if he’d insulted her or broken some Fae rule unknown to gobs. “I’m just
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