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Book One: Flower Amid the Devastation

Author’s Forward






MY FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD son, David, suggested that I write a book like The Lord of the Rings, promising he would read it. Since he had only read one of my children’s works at thirteen—criticizing it as “too complicated,” though he later said it reminded him of the Narnia chronicles—I took it as a challenge and decided to make the attempt. My son has often served as a muse, so perhaps this was a directive from the Universe. 

In this work, I chose to invert the title of Tolkien’s original, calling the trilogy Servants of the Flower World. From there, an outline of three books took shape, and about two weeks later, one morning, it spilled out, and the prologue was written. As I continued writing, I decided to use a “map” based on markings from a “Mystery Stone” I had found by the Shenandoah River. As this work neared completion, the third volume split into two, and then once again, so that the epic now comprises five volumes.
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Interpretation of the Mystery Stone
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Original Mystery Stone Markings
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PART ONE

[image: ]


GATHERING OF THE QUESTERS 
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Prologue
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I’ve always had the gift of remembering dreams. It has come in handy. Like a shaman thing... I would receive a warning of something about to happen, and I would prepare. It could be worms coming to my crops, a wolf stalking my sheep, or bandits casing my farmstead. I would be ready in time, and the neighbors would wonder at my luck. 

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

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

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

“Trouble is coming,” he answered simply.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






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

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

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

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






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I will not do so again.”

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

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

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

“It would seem so,” Jarell answered.






Afterwards, Conad informed Sister Mage of his visit. 

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

The king nodded, but his face showed doubt.

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

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

“He knows animals and plants.”

“I gathered that.”

“He dreamed the future.”

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

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

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










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

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

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

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

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

Brother Mage was in the tower with the king, the prince, and the commoner, their eyes focused ahead. The land tremored. 

“What is it?” asked the king.

“A dark force has been awakened and will soon arrive,” Brother Mage replied. “I fear this spells the end.”

“Shall we send forces below?” asked Dizor, the prince. “Should you go?”

“They will be of no use in this battle, if there is a battle,” the mage replied. “It is best I stay here to protect the person of the King.”

They watched the lone figure, the High Mage with her Staff not far from the petals. 

As she neared the torn flower, a raw cracking sound rent the land. On the horizon, where land and sky appeared broken, something had entered.

“What is it?” asked the king.

“The Sorcerer...whom I’ve feared all along,” Brother Mage told. “He has not made his presence known for over a thousand years. He was exiled, thrown to the outer rim. Yet, somehow, he has returned.” 

“Can the High Mage stop him?” asked the king.

“I fear she cannot. His power is greater than hers.”

“What will she do then?” asked the king. 

“She must have some hidden power,” Jarell asserted. “Else she would not go into battle to lose.”

They saw her standing alone in the field amid several fallen petals. She did not pick them up, but stood waiting.

Brother Mage’s voice wavered with anxious dread. “She cannot win by all counts, but as you say, she is not one to offer her life foolishly.” He extended his hand toward her, sending what power he could at this distance.

The Sorcerer was nearing steadily, sending lances of unlight that struck and drew life away.

Just as the two forces were about to close, the High Mage raised her Staff and uttered a command they were unable to make out. A series of radiant spheres burst from her—each surrounding a petal in shimmering blue light. The final, largest sphere enveloped her.

“What is that?” asked Jarell. “It looks like a flower of light.”

“I didn’t know she had this power,” said Brother Mage. “Yet, how could I not have guessed it?” 

“You speak in riddles,” Conad questioned. 

“She’s showing the power of a Flower Woman. Yet she did not come from that world, as far as I know. But I only knew her father.”

Dark lances from the Sorcerer began striking against the mage’s protective shields. They increasingly were heightened by his anger, becoming more powerful after each was absorbed.

The High Mage appeared to be losing; her shields were becoming paler and shrinking. 

One sphere burst, and the Sorcerer stepped in and picked up a petal. Then another. They felt heavy, for after he lifted each one, he slowed, and his lances of unlight weakened.   “What’s happening?” asked the king.

“Each petal saps his strength at first,” Brother Mage informed. “But he still has the power to take them all.”

“How could the dark have become so powerful?” asked Dizor, the prince. “There must be something more that we can do. Can you not send more power her way?”

“No, it’s too distant,” said Brother Mage. “This battle rests in her hands.”

“Then what will happen if he takes all six petals?” asked the king. “All but three are left.”

“He will collect them, then seek the Central Disc, which I do not see present. If he succeeds, there will be no new life—no more new births, and our race will die.”

“Commoner?” asked the king. “What can be done? Have your dreams foretold anything about this?”

“Only this,” said Jarell. “Let us add our hands.” He held out his hands forward, toward the mage. “Perhaps we can give her strength by our combined intent.”

It seemed futile—but it was something that could be done. One by one, the retinue held out their arms—even the king. The farmer, who had never done magic, felt a warmth pulse in his palms, as if some small power from the dream world stirred within him. Then he felt something flow outward, energy escaping him.

The High Mage glanced toward them; perhaps she felt their power. The fourth petal resisted—its shield was slow to yield—but still, the Sorcerer took it.

“Why does she not strike back at least?” asked the king.

“Her Flower Being, when using her Staff, is only defensive,” explained Brother Mage. “She will not, I fear, hold the Sorcerer off much longer.”

With the fifth petal, the Sorcerer was markedly slowed by its weight and wavered as if drunk. The petals he had taken, he placed beneath his cloak, which hung heavy like lead weights.

Only one shield remained around the High Mage, and she wrapped her person around the last defenseless petal. 

“If he takes it, he takes her life,” the mage foresaw. “A Flower Woman does not die easily—even if she is only half.”

For a moment it appeared that the Sorcerer had exhausted his powers. Perhaps the extended arms from the Great House had an effect. Yet the cloaked figure summoned the strength he had left to bear down upon the last shield. The final sphere resisted valiantly, pushing back—but the Sorcerer, drawing on the last of his dark magic, broke through. A final blast of unlight met by light erupted. When it cleared, only the unmoving body of the High Mage remained.
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Chapter III

[image: ]


Flower-World Child and the Emptiness






“What happened?” asked the king. 

The field was desolate, the petals gone, and the High Mage was lying lifeless on the ground. Her unused Staff, at her side, was blackened. The unlight, which had burst around the Sorcerer and High Mage, had obscured their vision. 

“It’s over,” the king answered himself. “The Sorcerer has left with all the petals.”

Brother Mage, his face filled with grief, responded, “Let us go to her.”

They rushed below, and Brother Mage cradled her body, holding her head in his lap. The king took one hand, and the commoner took the other. 

The prince knelt and gently asked the commoner to step aside. “There is healing in royal blood,” he said.

The commoner thought, Not all healing comes from bloodlines, but he stepped aside.

“Madriel has life yet,” Brother Mage added in the next moment. He had named Sister Mage by her personal name, not often spoken by him, but the crisis evoked it.

That she had life left seemed a consolation—if not the greatest one, for the Sorcerer had taken the petals of the Flower of Life.








Two days later, Madriel stirred and opened her eyes. She was surprised to be alive. “How can that be? What did you see?” she asked at once.

A few were gathered around her, for they had heard reports of her restlessness.

“There was a burst of light and dark, which mixed,” Brother Mage related. “We were blinded.”

“Is that all?” she asked.

“I saw more,” Jarell, the commoner, offered. “I had covered my eyes in grief. But when I opened them...”  

“What did you see?”

“He... was hovering over you in a rage. He raised his hand to strike, then turned away and vanished.”

“Good,” said the High Mage. “I have succeeded, if only for a short time.” 

The others, not sure what this meant, acknowledged her words with silent assent. The king, withholding his sadness for the entire kingdom, said, “Yes, you will live.”

“No—not for my life.... I was able to hurl the sixth petal far. The Sorcerer could have taken my life, but he was weighed down by the five petals. He will need to wait to rebuild his energy to retrieve the final one.”

The king’s face showed renewed hope. “What course of action shall we take, then?” 

“We must find the sixth petal before he does. I cast it far with an away-spell. It will be a long journey.”

At that, Madriel's eyes looked up into an unseeing distance, as she fell into silence.

“How is it?” Brother Mage gently asked after some time had elapsed. “I did not know you had the power to defy the Sorcerer.”

She hesitated to respond, then did so in a tone just above a whisper. “My mother told me not to reveal that side of myself. ‘The day will come,’ she had said, ‘when you must show your true power.’ I knew I had power, but I did not know its extent or even what all of it might be.”

“Your deeds have revealed you,” King Conad agreed. “I would not have thought it possible that the Flower World would share their child.”

“It has,” whispered the High Mage. “But I tire.” With that, Madriel fell into a deep sleep.













The Sorcerer completed the long journey back to a wind-swept tower atop a mesa that saw far in all directions. He was weighed down by the five petals, which fairly drained his strength. He enjoyed success, but had failed to complete his mission. Almost succeeding did not count when he would come before the Emptiness. In his mind he already began to rehearse his arguments. He had obtained five of the six. He did not yet possess the sixth, but once he discovered where it had been flung, he would retrieve it faster than their enemies. 

The completion of the mission still lay before him—one clearly within his reach. But he didn’t yet know where the petal was. The Emptiness might already know or could find out. Anything pulsing with that much life, even if it be a riven petal, would soon be found by that which sought to devour life. 

Why had he aligned with this terrible force, he had once wondered? But he had become so much more powerful with this alliance, and he would surely be protected as long as he served his master’s pleasure. There was no guarantee, however, when it came to the Emptiness. Yet, even for that, the Sorcerer had a plan. He always had a plan. Aside from his many powers of sorcery, that was his strength. 

Still, questions plagued him. How did he miss it? To what quarter of the world had she flung the petal? If he had but descried its path, instead of being stunned. Most of all, why had he not killed her? It was the next logical step, but it would have risked his primary mission. Yet, he could have done that deed the moment before she flung the petal away. He wondered why he had not. Had his glance at the petal mesmerized him? Was it her beauty and power? It was weakness no matter what, and the Emptiness would surely ask about this. He must have his answer ready, at least one enough to amuse it, so he would live another day.

The Sorcerer placed the petals in a lead box, so their power would be contained and their chances of detection minute. He knew they wouldn’t be looking for the five, but for the one missing. Only when all were together could the central disc be summoned. 






The Emptiness was not in the chamber when the Sorcerer entered. At least it was not visible and gave no sign of its existence other than a voice in the Sorcerer’s head. There was a symbol near its throne, upon which the Sorcerer gazed—a knife piercing a human torso. The Emptiness saw its enemy in the human form and would do all in its power to destroy it. Yet the Emptiness had a body, too. True, it was cloaked by unlight, its body mostly hidden. There was even a second form, barely distinguishable, just to its side and like a vibration of the first. The second form slid in and out of different shapes—sometimes pleasing images, sometimes one of horror, arousing someone else’s deep fear. Then other times it offered a dazzling dream to lure you. 

Hatred of the human form was the only clue the Sorcerer had as to the inner nature of the Emptiness, if it had an inside. He avoided trying to direct his gaze its way, lest he glimpse the being whose power could draw out one’s life and leave you vacuous.

The Sorcerer’s chamber lay within a cave—more like a bored hole driven into the canyon wall. What machine or magic could make such a perfect boring, he did not know. It opened into a perfectly circular chamber. The oval entrance broke the design, after which one stepped upon a stone floor which appeared to float upon nothingness. Its uncertain foundation felt as if it was held up by a whim of the Emptiness, which could be withdrawn at any moment.

“You displease me,” the Emptiness began.

The Sorcerer took courage with this, for it was not more strongly worded and gave no immediate threat of death. Yet the Sorcerer knew not to be fooled by a sign of laxness by the Emptiness. Its mood could flip in an instant, and he could be left a discarded pile of dust on the stone. No, that won’t happen, the Sorcerer assured himself. The Emptiness had need of him and, plus, it was economical. He had already secured five of the petals, and only one more remained. 

“Yes, my lord,” answered the Sorcerer.

“Yes? That you acknowledge me or displease me? Will you do what is necessary to succeed and save your life?”

The Sorcerer paused before answering, wondering if this were a trap. The answer to both was yes, but the Emptiness could have an unexpected preference. In the end he answered both ways.

“Yes, to your displeasure, I have not yet completed this mission, which you have foreseen.” 

The Emptiness paused. Perhaps his answer had satisfied it. But when the Sorcerer glanced up, he saw a second form next to the pierced body. It showed a distorted face, devouring—a vision he might one day face. 






Beetles are very numerous across the earth, and the Sorcerer had altered the genetics of one to make a flying species that could see around the corners of matter and whose eyes he could read. They could wing across the earth, by the thousands, and invade nooks and crevices. But the Earth was vast. The Sorcerer needed a way to reduce the search area—at least identify the quadrant in which the sixth petal had been flung.

For that, he prepared six clones to match the number of petals. Five of them had a petal, and each would bear a fragment of the other ones. They had the trait that it would warm if close enough to the missing one. Carving off a piece of the petal, no matter how slight, however, tested the Sorcerer’s arcane skills. The piece could be very small. The lead clone was left without a piece to carry, for the sixth was missing.

“I hunger for the petal,” grated the clone. 

“Good,” the Sorcerer replied. “You and your brothers will find it.” 

“You know this?” 

“The Bowl of Designs reveals as much. We must find the last petal before the others do. Then, after we join them to the Central Disc, we will control all life.”

“Who else seeks it?”

“Those without enough power to secure it. Our plan will stop them before they get near. That will be your doing and mine.”

“They will be killed?”

“All but the Half-Flower Woman. I need her for passage.”

“Passage?” asked the clone.

“You know so little.... Only so much has been implanted... This world is not the true riches. There’s another world, far richer that I claim. But first things first.”

“What element is mine?” asked the clone.

The Sorcerer granted powers to each clone to accomplish their mission. He was reluctant to give away too much, lest a clone think itself too powerful and turn against him. In this case, the Sorcerer did not stint.

“Fire,” he answered.

The clone was surprised, for fire was the greatest of the elements. It would not, however, match the combined strength of any two of the others which the Sorcerer held in reserve.

The clone grinned; his face feeling flames around his jaws.

The Sorcerer added, to the clone’s surprise, “I give you one more gift for use against humans. What does not burn can be made heavy.” 

The clone bowed in thanks, concealing his grin. Raising his head, he asked, “What will you do?”  

The Sorcerer didn’t need to confide in him, but the lead clone, he decided, should know his plans. “I will go to their world in a disguise that won’t arouse suspicion. Subterfuge, rather than force, can also serve our cause. It will also save our energy, for we will need it to invade Flower World.”
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Chapter IV
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The Flung Petal






The High Mage had awakened. Around her stood the king, the prince, Brother Mage, and the commoner.

“Tell us more about the Flower of Life,” the king asked after they had checked on her well-being. Madriel’s mind was fully present, but her body remained in a weakened state. “We have heard stories, but thought it was the stuff of myths.”

Madriel held her gaze steady. “It holds many mysteries. .. The Flower has the power to heal and to give life forever. All six petals must be present for it to open. If all the petals go missing, new birth will stop, and the people of the kingdom will age and die out. The source of rejuvenating life and new life comes from the Flower of Life.”

“This is a different sort of wisdom,” the king mused. 

“We know you are a Flower Woman, or half one,” said the prince. “Is that how you came to this knowledge? Have you seen the Flower before?”

“In my dreams I saw it. My mother described it to me. It was beautiful in my mind’s eye. My heart was rent when my first real sight of the Flower was strewn pieces.”

“A Flower person who has a part of their being joined to this Flower,” said Brother Mage. “So, my Sister Mage feels the Flower in a different way.”

“Madriel, do you know where you have flung it?” asked Brother Mage. “We need to retrieve it. No doubt, the Sorcerer has secured the other five. We must find the sixth before he does.”

“You speak my true name?” the High Mage asked, not remembering all that had passed. 

Brother Mage looked her steadily in the eyes. “We must give our deep names to our inner if we are to succeed.”

The High Mage closed her eyes in acceptance, then tried to remember that painful moment. “It was at the end of the final revolution as I twirled. I hoped to hurl it far. . . . I cannot remember on which turn I ended.”

“Which direction did you start?” asked the king.

“First, I was facing south toward the Sorcerer. I twirled twice or thrice and flung it beyond him....”

“South, it must be then, over his head, the least expected direction!” exclaimed the prince. “That should give us an advantage. I feared we had lost too much time already.”

“It is only approximate,” Madriel added weakly. “The Sorcerer’s blast came the moment I flung the petal, and it could have pushed its path askew.”

Still, Conad sighed with relief. “At least we know the general direction and maybe more.... When the High Mage is...”

“I shall be well enough tomorrow,” Madriel answered, and she sat up. “And you, Commoner? Do you have anything to add to such weighty matters?” 

“Only that I am willing to go with you and the others to retrieve the Flower of Life. Yet I have a question, if I may ask.”

“Go ahead, Commoner. I may call you that, but you don’t need my permission to speak in a circle of equals.”

“We have only spoken of the flower’s petals. What of its center?” 

“You ask well, Jarell. The central Disc is hidden, beyond anyone’s immediate grasp. It will only activate when all six petals are joined.”

The meeting then drew to a close, and Jarell asked Conad. “How is the queen?”

The king’s composure suddenly faltered, and he excused himself. 

Jarell wondered about this, and Madriel informed, “Are you the only one in the kingdom who doesn’t know? His second queen died in the storm. With the quest before us—the threat I fear is dire—the king will have to postpone the funeral.”

The news shook Jarell, not only about the Queen’s death, but for the continued threat to the kingdom.

After the High Mage left, Jarell approached the prince. “I sensed no sign that the Queen had died.”

“We do not show it, for we must face the serious threat at hand. We will have to postpone our grief.”

“What will be done then... for the king?” asked Jarell.

“The Queen has a sister who will visit him soon, and she promises to provide a ready replacement.”

“You seem sure of this?” asked Jarell. 

“Things of the heart, I do not know. The king, I believe, will do what is necessary for the greater good. She greatly resembles her sister. It should not be too hard, this adjustment.”

Jarell wondered how major things could be decided without the heart, but he did not speak his mind.

The commoner retired to his room—a simple space near the heart of the half-circle of pueblo houses. He entered, pushing aside a woven mat. Inside were a clay water jar and a basket for belongings. He didn’t plan to take much: a bladder water bag, a pouch, a blanket, and a flint knife. If I become a traveler, he thought, things will become simpler in a way. Yet in other ways, more complex. He was not used to witnessing great events or attending high councils, yet for some reason he was included. He wondered, What possible role can I play?

After the evening meal, Jarell rejoined the group as the king convened with three elders. 

“We must find the remaining Questers for the mission,” declared the king. Gesturing to those present, he acknowledged each one . “The prince brings courage and the knowledge of battles. The High Mage brings wisdom and knowledge of the Flower World. And the Commoner knows the ways of farming and dreams. That gives us three.”

They had gathered in the ceremonial courtyard, seated around a circular pool underlain with polished turquoise stone, which cast an aquamarine light about them. Rising from the stone, the light made the space above feel uncanny and mystical—as if a force larger than themselves were present. Then Brother Mage joined them within the stone enclosure. Also among the group were three elders who seldom spoke. 

“We need four more Questers to make seven,” Madriel stated. “One for each of the six petals and one for the central disc.”

“I would go if that would be helpful,” offered Brother Mage. “Yet I have heard of disturbances in the northeast of the kingdom, a threat that may need countering.”

Madriel solemnly acknowledged. “Yes, the Great House itself will face threats far and near. In the wasteland north and east of us, the land is thin. In one place it’s cracked, leaving a passage to and from the Underworld, where dark forces can rise. Haven’t you been the one to warn of this danger? Stay here and be at hand, as much as I would want you to come with us.”

“From where will the other Questers come?” asked the king.

“We follow our path, and the path will provide the ones we need,” Madriel answered. “We must have faith that This World will provide.”

“From what lands do we recruit?” asked Prince Dizor. “A warrior clan is directly south.”

Madriel’s tone shifted. “It is not traditional warriors in battle that we primarily seek. Each one must be chosen carefully and bring unique gifts. They must also pass a test, showing they are willing to be a servant of the quest and not seek their own glory.”

“A servant?” challenged Dizor. “Don’t we need something more?”

The High Mage's expression became stern. “The Flower and the powers who guard it respond best to those who consider themselves servants. But the Questers may be good in battle as well.”

“What is our plan?” pursued the Prince. “We seek the missing petal for our first goal. Should we go now, as three, and straight toward it?”

Madriel’s tone partially softened. “Though one is missing, the others too must be found. And we need our circle to be complete. The way south is dangerous and will awaken uncommon forces if we go directly.”

The High Mage turned suddenly. “What do you say, Commoner? You have been mostly silent among equals. Surely your dream wisdom gives you something to say.”

Jarell shifted uneasily on his feet. “None for now, my lady. Yet, I have dreamed—and I do not readily or easily say it—a fragment I remember. We must be careful, lest one of the seven betray us.”

“Already, you’ve had such a warning!” exclaimed Dizor. “Who among us could wish for the ending of the Great House?”

King Conad, who had appeared to have become distracted, suddenly focused. “Is there any clue, Farmer-dreamer, as to who this might be?”

“No clue as to appearance. Just—it will come as a surprise to all. Still, it is only a dream and may not happen in the way it seems.”

The group mulled this in silence, then the king returned to the matter at hand. In the end the questing group, the king and elders came to a consensus—to begin the quest immediately. Brother Mage would be held in reserve for the defense of the Great House and to advise the king. Vigilance would be the watchword for any hint of a betrayer.
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