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Leaflings

BOOK I

The Prophesy Rhymes Of Tal
Kator


The Prophesy Rhymes of Tal
Kator

From the Book of Lore, the Dark Ages

Through forest and field,

Fen and glade,

A harsh and terrible

Sound is made.

Never a likely

Tale’s been told,

In Leafling lore

From days of old.

There came a cry

From distant north,

And Devil Troll

Came raging forth.

He cast his spell

With poison rain,

And Tal Kator

Cried tears of pain.

And Quoth, said Troll,

“Nevermore!

Will Leafling toil

In Tal Kator!”

…and the Prophesy
begins.

 


 



Chapter 1

In the far reaches of the
Deep Forest, lived a very large
colony of Leaflings. It wasn’t the very farthest depths of the
woods, but it was far enough that most of the King’s men and the
wandering wizards never bothered to travel there. It was a
fantastic glen, or valley, with the most placid small lake in the
center. This body of water was fantastically beautiful, and for the
peaceful village of Tal Kator, it was perfect.

The Leaflings of Tal Kator lived all around
the confines of this sparkling lake that they named
Miraré…meaning mirror. There was a great waterfall that
flowed into it that added vibrant sounds, and the beautiful
swirling currents engulfed the Leaflings in very nutrient-rich and
oxygen-filled water. It was a place of great beauty, with the
woodland animals bouncing to and fro in their perfect little
woodland setting. Its waters soothed body and soul for the
Leaflings, and they all considered it the absolute Utopia of the
world. And although many a wolf had trodden his way through this
seemingly desolate section of forest, the existence of these
special creatures has somehow remained a mystery for centuries
beyond account.

It is no small wonder that the keen nose of
a savvy wolf would not have discovered these vibrant little beings
of the woods. But, the fact that they are not actually mammals
could attest for that.

That’s the trouble with these spiritual
little creatures. They are not really animals…they are not really
plants. They are somewhat of a combination. It seems impossible
that such vibrant and strange life could exist in the Deep Forest,
but for many centuries they lived happily without interaction with
mankind.

In the very early tongues of man, they were
called Myrtos, a Greek term meaning small green plant. Some
of the descendents of these creatures actually became
Myrtle, which is a long-known and loved ground cover that
grows in many varieties in many places in the world. Most Myrtle
varieties are very low-slung and vine-like. Their beautiful violet
blooms enhance the stark winter floor of most woodland settings
where other plants dare not delve. They have ivy-like
characteristics that make them quite well suited for their
protective nature of hugging the forest floor, with their network
of net-like coverings. Myrtle’s ancient ancestors, the Leaflings,
were not much different in appearance.

The Leaflings so resembled their Myrtle
cousins, that if they chose to simply stand still…they would be
completely camouflaged and totally unnoticed. Their skin—or
bark—was very rough looking and dark in color, but its texture was
much softer to the touch than it appeared to the naked eye. Even
though it looked very rough and crude, it smoothed out like hair
when touched, and was actually quite pleasant to experience. Their
limbs—or legs and arms—were exceptionally thin to view. They, too,
looked vine-like and seemed as gangly as ivy. But despite their
skinny appearance, these creatures were remarkably strong and
durable. A full-grown man could step directly upon their
eight-to-ten inch bodies, and they would simply bend to meet the
weight.

The head of a Leafling is much the same as
that of man. They have facial features that, at times, show quite
vibrantly. And still other times, they could seem totally
nonexistent. That’s what makes them so hard to discern in the
woods. You simply cannot see them if they choose to be unseen. All
they really have to do is stand still and act…well…like a
plant.

These wonderful creatures have numerous
leafy coverings upon them, and some have much more than others.
Some even go through a leafless state like that of trees, but it is
rarely seen in the winter months. They seem to shed these leaf-like
hairs in summer as a cooling mechanism. Even in their leafless
state, the Leaflings are still impossible to see when they choose.
They just look like little sticks.

Another very special characteristic of these
creatures is located on their fingers and toes. Where modern man
grows toenails and fingernails, the Leaflings grow long and slender
root-like appendages. They are used in the gathering of food. You
see, the Leaflings do not eat…at least not with their mouth. When
they need nourishment, they simply pause and push their roots into
any soft soil. Sometimes a wet pile of leaves serves as quite a
meal. Now granted, this takes much longer than the time we humans
take to eat, but for a long-lived and durable Leafling, the earthy
nutrients are well worth the wait. And the fact that they don’t
eat, means one more trait of survival…they do not leave
droppings. Where there’s no poop, there must not be
creatures, and that alone could attest for their long secrecy.

There have been times, over the years, that
drought has become a troublesome battle for the Leaflings. They can
tolerate a very long dry spell, and still live through it without
much discomfort. The dryness does take its toll, though. For
instance, they become much more brittle and much less tolerant of
the footsteps of man. They tend to break, when dry. Also, their
voices become almost nonexistent. Even when well lubricated, the
voice of a Leafling is raspy and dry…like the rubbing of wood…the
rustling of leaves. It is almost a loud whisper. Their speech can
be heard by those trained in the listening, but if one was not
prepared to hear such noises, they would seem quite normal and
woods-like. But, to the listening of the trained ear, the Leaflings
have developed a language much like that of the very early English.
Some of their words are of Latin decent, and some of Greek. Some
other influences have changed their speech over the years, much
like that of all walks of life. Language changes with the life
around it, and the Leaflings have life all around them. Even the
birds and animals played a part in their language.

Despite their developed language, the
Leaflings live a fairly primitive sort of life. Their lifestyle
resembles that of the Native American Indians. They can live from
the land, and protect their own with the fierce anger of the
toughest of warriors. They even carve their own tiny arrowheads and
build their own arrows which they shoot from their own limbs like a
sling. No bow and string…just their own limbs and the waxy
vine-like twine of a root system at their fingertips. They can
actually bend those roots and use their appendages as fingers, or
stretch them out as tentacle-like whips with many uses. They can be
ferocious little blokes when they want to be. They are like
much-developed spiders, with limbs flailing and snapping back and
forth with razor-like precision. Thankfully, they are quite calm
and peace-loving creatures most of the time, which might be
attributed to their lack of sexual differences. These Leafling
creatures are both male…and female.

To reproduce, the Leafling parent simply
leaves its root-like fingernails immersed in soil and waits. In a
matter of a few days, tiny roots sprout from their fingers, and
with a quick, intentional snap, they break off a piece of
themselves…thus allowing a portion of themselves to root on its own
and come to life. It is a very emotional time in the life of a
Leafling. It is said to be quite painful, but very rewarding for a
parent to fulfill its destiny…to bare the life of another. It is a
choice made by the Leafling when the time is right, which is
considerably different from the mammal world, where opportunity
sometimes knocks at very inopportune and awkward times.

This reproductive nature seems to bring both
the feminine qualities to the creature as well as masculine. It is
said that this brings a greater and deeper understanding of living
things than is accomplished through normal male/female conditions.
They are normally in tune to the influences of the world
that deal with the complexities of life. They are, in fact, quite
peaceful creatures most of the time…and go way out of their way to
avoid any sort of conflict. But Peace, my friends, isn’t always
peaceful, and it isn’t always achieved through peaceful means.
Peace…can sometimes only be upheld by force…by war…by some of the
most unmerciful means imaginable. And, in the name of Peace…and
because of the persistence of one disgusting old Troll, the floor
of the Deep Forest was about to erupt.

 


 



Chapter 2 

The morning sun pierced
the hazy morning sky and bounced from the surface of the
Miraré. Young Kimbli and his Leafling parent, Tulas, sat peacefully
on the shoreline with their toes pushed deeply into the muddy bank.
They watched as tree swallows sailed overhead and elegantly soared
over the lake surface, searching for tiny insects. Squirrels
scampered from tree to tree, barking back and forth with one
another, and bluebirds sang their morning song. The age-old
branches of the great chestnut stretched out over the edge of The
Great Falls, offering shade and shelter. In the distance, the
chuckling voices of young Leaflings floated on the morning air, as
they pounced and played merrily on the forest floor. Spring was in
the air in Tal Kator, and life was as fresh as the morning dew.

Tulas looked down proudly at his young
Leafling by his side. With a crooked smile, his mind danced back to
the day when the little one was born. It seemed like only yesterday
that he had pushed his hand deep into the soil and waited. Days
passed as he silently and patiently sat as all vigilant Leafling
parents must. He could easily remember the tingling sensation of
new roots beginning to form, and could almost hear that dreaded,
yet rewarding, snap of his arm breaking…creating life. Young Kimbli
was the light of his life, and he loved him more than life
itself.

___

Now, before this story goes any farther, one
must consider how Leaflings were addressed by man. The Leaflings
were referred to as males, (him, he, his, etc.) because they tend
to look male. As has already been stated, they are not just male,
but female as well. Many of their mannerisms are much more female
than male, but overall, they appear male at first glance. Most have
had trouble referring to them without gender references, so for a
lack of a better way, most refer to them as male. Although at
times, it isn’t fitting at all.

For instance, the young Leaflings
affectionately call their parents Ori. It is derived from the Latin
term Oriri, meaning origin…or parent. The terms Mom and
Dad do not fit, and Ori (to the Leaflings) is an address
held in high regard. It is a playful and loving term, loved by one
and all.

Kimbli was in his usual morning doldrums,
impatiently waiting for his morning feeding to end so he could join
his Leafling friends in their morning frolic. The young Leaflings,
and sometimes old ones, love to play in the morning. They have many
little games of fancy that nearly all contain swinging from tree
limbs or swimming in the lake. One even consists of throwing one
another into the air by using their long fingers to weave nets
between themselves like firemen catching someone in a tarp. The
Leaflings play with all their hearts, and few members of the forest
could keep up when they chose to play along. Some of the young
squirrels would play for awhile, but would shy away when the
throwing got a little too close to the water. So, by now, young
Kimbli had heard enough singing and playing to be well annoyed by
the wait.

“Come on, Kimbli,” yelled one of the
youngsters. “Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud.”

“Can I Ori, pleeeeeeease,” he asked, with
the sweetest sad-eyes he could conjure.

“Alright,” said Tulas, “I suppose you’ve had
enough. You may go.” Tulas chuckled as Kimbli jerked his feet from
the soil and scurried off. “Stay away from the old Apple Tree!” he
shouted, in his raspy Leafling voice. Within seconds, the little
one was five feet in the air and laughing out loud along with his
friends. And, the floor of the Deep Forest was glad.

Tulas eventually pulled his feet from the
soil and made his way across the clearing to the edge of the
forest. He slowed his pace as he passed the old Apple tree. Some of
the old Leaflings were enjoying a “good soaking” at the old Apple.
The old Apple was a favorite destination among the old timers, and
was quite popular as a local hang-out. Last year’s apples had
fallen and fermented upon the forest floor, and the old Leaflings
loved the fermented soil like mankind loves the effects of a fine
barrel of ale or wine. They were having a right-jolly old time as
Tulas approached.

“A bit early to be hitting the fruit,
Ducah,” smarted Tulas to one of the barkies. The term barky
was used by younger Leaflings to poke fun at the older crowd. “You
barkies can always be found near here.”

“My purpose,” suggested Ducah, with a
drunken smile, “is purely medicinal, and nothing more! Me old
boughs hurt me so, you know!”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Tulas, “how
could I be so judgmental? Do accept my humble apologies, dear
friend.” Tulas smiled his crafty smile and raised a knowing
eyebrow. “Carry on, my friends…..as you were!”

The old blokes continued their
conversations, laughing to and fro as Tulas strolled past,
chuckling to himself. Today was a good day. The young ones were
frolicking playfully and the barkies were happy doing what they do
best, and Tulas was just glad to be a part of it. Tal Kator had all
the comforts of a warm civilization, and all the serenity of the
most remote and natural portions of the wood, and life seemed to
float along with the sweetest of harmonies. Life was pure and
simple here…just as life is supposed to be.

Tulas reached his destination and waited
patiently on the rock overhang, just outside a small cave. He
watched as a number of young ones hung from the old Chestnut and
slung others into the vibrant waters of the Miraré. They laughed
and played as if there was no tomorrow. Today, he wished he could
play along, but knew that Azir would be ready for his
teachings.

Tulas was a faithful student of the elder
Leafling by the name of Azir. Azir was the oldest and wisest of all
the Leaflings and carried a weight of knowledge that seemed to
burden him beyond his years. Knowledge can be a great and terrible
weight to carry. Some of the happiest creatures one could ever meet
in this world are just plum stupid. That sounds harsh, but
sometimes, ignorance is bliss. Sometimes, the wiser one becomes,
the more worried one becomes…and vise-versa. Sometimes knowledge
and destiny become too entwined, and Azir was a very knowledgeable
individual.

Today was to be just another day of lessons
and spiritual work for Tulas. He attended a meeting several days a
week to learn the teachings of Leafling lore. Leaflings rarely ever
documented anything on paper or stone. They chose, like many
civilizations, to simply relay, from one to another, the important
occurrences of a very old civilization. They learned…from word of
mouth…from old-to-young…and that seemed to be enough. It was
history from folklore…and folklore from history, and it served this
community well for generations.

“Come, Tulas,” came the coarse voice of old
Azir, “we have much to cover today.” Tulas stepped beneath the rock
ledge and found Azir in his usual meditating position of setting
with all fours pushed into the soil and eyes closed. Azir had
parented Leaflings more then once, and had lived long enough to
re-grow his hands to full potential. It was rare for a Leafling to
parent more than once, and certainly, most that had, did not live
long enough to fully recover use of their limbs. Azir was well
preserved for his age and carried himself well as the wise and
respected individual that he had become. He had taken it upon
himself to educate the colony and had also made great strides in
broadening the language spoken here in Tal Kator. His teachings of
Faith warmed the hearts of all the Leaflings, and he was as loved
as he was respected. He had come to love Tulas as his own young and
hoped that he would someday take over his position as Elder of the
colony. Tulas was very much like Azir in his spirituality, and the
two had an uncommonly close relationship as friends.

“You look tired today, Azir,” spoke Tulas
with a concerned glance. “Would you like to carry out our lesson
here?”

“The Shard will strengthen me,” Azir
replied. “I will feel better when we arrive.”

“Alright, my barky friend,” smiled Tulas,
“have it your way. To the Shard we go! I could use a sip from the
falls myself. It should be an excellent walk on this fine day. The
little ones are making waves as we speak.”

Tulas extended a supportive arm to Azir, and
the two slowly made their way along the stony path from Azir’s
abode to the shelter beneath The Great Falls. The jagged rocks
along the path were worn beautifully smooth by the countless
touchings of Leafling hands, and the greenery of trees and plants
seemed to creep only close enough to offer their beauty to
passers-by. The two paused at a long row of daffodils and admired
the rich yellow blooms dripping with morning dew in the bright
morning sun. “We are fortunate,” said Azir, quietly, “to live near
such beauty…and take the time to see it.”

“I will accept that as my first lesson of
the day.” Tulas smiled as he spoke and continued his trek down the
path. It wasn’t long before the path ended at the base of the rock
bluff that overlooked the Miraré and supported the falling water of
The Great Falls. As Tulas suspected, the young ones were dangling
hand from hand from the Old Chestnut and slinging one another out
into the lake with a splash. Their chuckling voices seemed to
please Azir, and he called out to them, “I see you are giving the
Old Chestnut a workout this morning. Don’t be too hard on the old
rascal, he needs his rest.”

The young ones hardly slowed down long
enough to hear the old Leafling’s words, and it appeared that the
Old Chestnut enjoyed the attention of having the little ones
crawling and hugging all about him. Even if the old tree could
talk, it’s doubtful he would have any objections.

Their path continued along the water’s edge.
It narrowed considerably where the bluff met the water, and the two
hugged closely to the rock wall. The path meandered along the bluff
and up to the waters of the Great Falls. The water was crisp and
clear and very cool to the touch. The two paused at a bench ledge
and sat there soaking up the tiny drops of mist in the air. “There
is no greater place in the world than right here,” exclaimed Tulas,
eyes closed with enjoyment. “This water soothes the soul. It
rejuvenates me.”

“It rejuvenates us all, Tulas,” said Azir.
“The water, the soil, the stones of this cave…they are the life
source of the Leaflings. We are as much a part of this place as it
is a part of us. Our beautiful home is our life.” Azir often spoke
his spiritual thoughts aloud, and Tulas sometimes shunned them as
just a little too deep for him. “Yeah, yeah,” joked Tulas, “and the
sun and the moon and the stars…I think you’ve been over at the Old
Apple with the rest of the barkies.”

Azir shook his head and wondered what the
youth of this world was coming to. “Come along, Tulas,” he barked
with a frown, “there are many lessons I must try to pound into your
head. Your Ori’s head was hard as an oak, and I don’t believe the
branch has fallen far from the tree.” Tulas smiled at the old one’s
insults and helped him on into the cavern behind the falls.

Part of the lake extended back into the
cavern behind the falls. The reflection of the morning sun from the
lake surface helped to light up the stone room that the two
Leaflings had entered. It was a very large room with many
passageways extending into the deep darkness of the cave. The two
instinctively made their way to the center of the cave and stopped
at the foot of a large stalagmite protruding from the ground. The
top of the stalagmite had been cut flat, and upon it sat a
beautiful, sparkling, purple stone. Both Leaflings dropped to their
knees and bowed their heads in prayer, and both recited, in unison,
a portion of an age-old rhyme known as The Lay of the Amethyst
Stone. Their raspy voices echoed through the cool darkness of
the cave, and they opened their hearts and minds as they spoke.

From fiery night it fell

As if from burning Hell.

It scorched into the ground

To places still unfound.

And from disaster came

Life without a name.

They pulled their roots from land

And walked on foot and hand.

And raised by human fist

Came the Shard of Amethyst.

Azir began a very low and deep rumble of a
chant. Tulas joined in harmony. The faint light from the pool’s
reflection was piercing the Amethyst Stone and reflecting vibrant,
pale-purple light inside the cave. In the purple darkness, the two
meditated and absorbed the radiant energy of the Shard. At last,
Azir spoke aloud, “Long live the Literati’,” and Tulas then spoke
the same.

After a few moments of silence, they raised
their heads and stood. Azir slowly walked to the edge of the water
inside the cave and seated himself with his feet and toes extended
out into the cool water. “Tell me, Tulas,” called Azir, “what you
remember of the Literati’ scholars. And tell me,” he said, “…as you
would tell Kimbli.”

Tulas joined his ancient friend at the edge
of the pool. His heart swelled at the mention of his young one, and
he smiled the same crooked smile as he had earlier in the day with
Kimbli. “I have been working with Kimbli for many days, and he has
absorbed his lessons well. Shall I start from the beginning,
Azir?”

“From whence we came,” he replied. The old
Leafling bowed his head and listened closely as his old roots
soaked up the refreshing waters of the Miraré.

Tulas cleared his raspy throat and prepared
for his speech. Since the Leaflings rarely put words on paper or
stone, the precise reciting of historical events was treated with
deep regard, and Tulas took every effort to relay his teachings
with the utmost perfection.

At last, he spoke. “Long before the
awakening of the Leaflings, the Literati’ scholars studied the ways
of the world, and wrote volumes of spiritual lore and wisdom from
the days of old.”

He paused and searched his mind for the
proper words. He finally collected himself and spoke again. “Our
creed states from disaster came…life without a name…and from
disaster, we did in fact come. There is a very rare condition that
occurs in this world. From the far reaches of outer space,
meteors…balls of fiery burning mass…enter the Earth’s atmosphere.
It was during one of these rare times that one particular meteor
plummeted deeply into the Earth’s crust. Its fiery mass pushed
itself hundreds of feet into the soil, melting its way through rock
and clay. It came to rest deep below what is now the Miraré. Its
scorching core produced steaming gases that belched and sizzled
their way to the surface, causing large tunnel-like passageways
that culminated in the cavern behind the falls.

The meteor had enormous power…huge radiant
energy. The forest floor that lay disrupted and scorched in jumbled
and turbulent piles began to re-grow. Life forms that once
existed….now evolved. The Deep Forest became rich with life…and our
roots pulled from land…and walked on foot and hand. Our
colony became known as Tal Kator. Tal is derived from the
Greek term Telesma, meaning a religious rite, or charm.
Kator is derived from the Greek term Kata-strephein,
meaning disaster, or catastrophe. Our name literally
means Life Created from Disaster. The Leaflings…had
awakened.”

Old Azir smiled quietly as he absorbed
Tulas’ words. He was proud of how Tulas had accepted his teachings,
and enjoyed the listening of the tales of old.

“The Literati’,” continued Tulas, “sensed
the immediate changes in the old forest. Being in tune with nature
and the spirit of the forest, these spiritual and scholarly people
of the church came forth and raised the first-born Leaflings…or
Myrtos, as they were called. It is from the loving gift of
these ancient scholars and holy people that we speak and live with
the very true harmonies of the forest. Although we worship the
life-giving properties of the fiery meteor, we worship the
Literati’ for their generous gift of the parental raising given to
our ancestors. It is the Literati’ that took us under their wing
and raised us as their own. It was they who showed us the true
spirit of the forest…the true love of life…the path of enlightened
living. To them, we owe our existence.”

“Well done, Tulas,” suggested Azir, “you
have listened well. There is much more to tell, but we shall get to
that.” The old Leafling paused for a moment and dangled his toes.
“We must cover more of the Amethyst Stone today. Let’s see…let me
collect my thoughts. Are you in frame of mind to listen?”

“Most certainly,” replied Tulas, “as long as
you shall speak.” And there they sat…young Leafling and mentor,
student and teacher…friends reciting history and learning life. And
in the pale-purple darkness of this ancient cave, two Leaflings
were glad.

Azir again spoke, “The Literati’ began to
fear that mankind would discover the Leaflings…and more
importantly, the Amethyst Stone. There is much more to the Amethyst
Stone than just…”

At that very moment, a hush fell over the
outside forest floor. The Leaflings had a way of shushing
one another when danger arose. It was much like when birds sense
something out of place and fly. When one flies, they all do. When
Leaflings sense danger, they quietly make a hushing sound, and the
closest Leafling then does the same. In this way, a wave of
wind-like precaution flowed through the colony and looked like
nothing more than a cool breeze drifting over the forest floor.
When danger passed, life would carry on as it had before the
incident. It was simple, yet very effective.

“It’s probably just that band of stupid
crows again, Azir,” spoke Tulas, with a frown. Crows were a common
nuisance with the Leaflings, and the Leaflings tried to evade them
whenever possible. They really weren’t too much of a problem for an
older Leafling, but they could be very dangerous to a young one.
The problem with crows is that they are stupid. They have virtually
no language of their own, other than a few caws and
cackles, but no real distinguishable verbal skills at all.
Most of the creatures of the forest have some sort of communication
between them. The Leaflings had learned to communicate with many of
those creatures, and had quite a relationship with most. Crows,
however, were just stupid. They had a love of anything new or
shiny. Their nests were full of completely useless items found on
their journeys over the countryside. They just collected things or
toyed with them on the forest floor, much like a cat plays with its
prey. So, when crows came into contact with a Leafling, they might
grab it with their sharp beak and toss it into the air…just to see
what will happen. If it makes noise, so much the better. And if it
fights back a little…great! A properly delivered bite of a crow
could snap a Leafling in two, so all Leaflings did their best to
avoid them. Now, most adult Leaflings can overpower a crow if given
the need, but some danger still impends, and Leaflings generally
hushed and tried their best to look like a tree limb until any
nearby crows moved on.

“Quiet!” exclaimed Azir at a whisper.
“Listen closely.”

There was utter quiet outside the falls for
quite some time. Then, a startling squawk of a bird was heard.
Shortly thereafter, a huge splash interrupted the peaceful surface
of the Miraré, and Tulas and Azir raced for the entrance of the
cave. As they peered from behind the falls, they saw a large black
bird flopping in a panic in the center of the lake. “Stupid crow,”
said Tulas, with a scowl.

“No!” exclaimed Azir. “That’s no crow!
Summon the guards! Save him!” With a questioning look of surprise,
Tulas raced from the cave and out into the light along the shores
of the Miraré. “Help me!” he shouted, as he swam out into the lake.
Numerous Leaflings piled in after him, creating a vine-like
lifeline of hand-to-hand Leaflings. Tulas grasped the wing of the
frantic bird, and with one swift pull, the line of Leaflings tugged
the animal from the water in seconds. A wave of others swept the
bird into the safety of the cave and stared in disbelief at the
gaping wound in its chest. The bird coughed and gagged and held his
wings to his bleeding breast.

Outside, the Leafling guards surrounded the
entrance of the cave, with small spears shining in the sun. Many of
the Leaflings from inside the cave raced outside to help the
Leafling guards, and a barricade of green and brown little bodies
reinforced the cave entrance. Inside the cave, another row of
Leaflings was standing ready for any infiltration. Behind those,
deep in the darkness of the cave, a grinding and clacking sound of
wooden gears could be heard. File after file of Leaflings brought
piles of wooden spears from deep within the cave. Meanwhile, a
bloody and battered black bird was whaling uncontrollably.

In the far distance outside of the cave, a
bewildered individual stood in amazement at what he had just
witnessed. A leather slingshot fell from his hand as he stepped
forward into the view of the cave. At that precise moment, twenty
razor-sharp spears entered the ground at his feet as a warning.

Despite the fiery anger burning in his
heart, he backed away in retreat. With a hateful growl, he
carefully walked away, mumbling to himself, and wondering what in
the world had just happened.

 


 



Chapter 3

One day earlier…

The last few rays of
daylight were disappearing over the mountains as a very
large figure lit the kindling beneath his evening fire. The
flickering fire pushed its orange glare against the bluff wall of
the home of Tolokah, the Troll. He was well-known in the Deep
Forest for his hateful and deceitful ways, and he was more commonly
called Terrere’, which is a Latin term meaning terrible. So,
Tolokah the Terrible could be—and was—a very fitting name
for the wretched individual that lived beneath this stone bluff in
the distant edges of the forest.

Now, it is hardly fitting to tell of some of
his rotten actions without first telling of the reason for his
awful nature. Trolls, by most measurable means, are all disgusting
and mean creatures. They are a product of a very simple, yet
perplexing, trouble. It seems that the very core of every troll
problem begins in troll-perpetuation—meaning trolls became extinct
for a reason. It was a very calculated and long-foreknown plight
that the trolls were forced to face. Quite simply, there were very,
very few female trolls, and even those that did exist, would rarely
bear a female offspring. So every troll male not only did without
the comforts of female companionship but also continually connived
and planned to gain himself a female. They all were constantly
fighting for the love (and reproduction rights) of a female troll.
This single problem could be studied by every psychologist in the
country for years. Every action affects the next and strong
repercussions followed every troll movement.

For instance, every whim of every female
troll would be fought for, and if she did not receive it from one
male, another would be standing in line begging for her hand. No
marriages lasted, and of course, females were expected—and
forced—to bear young to perpetuate the species. Often times,
females would have eight or ten young male offspring with one male,
and switch spouses to try to give birth to a female. It was a
life-long feverish attempt to procreate life…and it caused deep
aggression with all walks of troll life. There was simply no love
or affection, what-so-ever. There was only a perpetual attempt to
save troll-kind, and hate and loneliness and despair followed every
troll.

Males would tarry off into the forest to
live their lonely lives, and females battled the age-old question
of what male could give her the most during her long and pregnant
life. It was a life none should be forced to endure, and yet it
happened. Great battles were fought over females, and many male
trolls simply would rather die fighting for the hand of a female
than face a life alone. It was truly a horrid existence for most
trolls. Eventually, these very large and immensely strong beings
that once could have been the leading race of the world….left the
face of the earth forever—but not before causing great havoc. Their
bitterness ate at the very core of their souls for so long, that
these creatures hated and battled everything in their path.
Unfortunately for the rest of the world, they were also fairly
intelligent beings…and intelligence and anger can be devastating to
behold.

* * *

The very name, Tolokah, would strike fear in
the hearts of many. Even in the cities of man, that name could put
fright in the heartiest of warriors. Thankfully, Tolokah had little
business in the cities of man. He loathed the sight of humans but
did tolerate their being when he needed something from their
far-more-civilized communities and lavishly-built homes and
businesses. Even their politics and religion intrigued him, but his
jealousy of man’s perfect lives disallowed all but a little
communication with them. He would stoop to their level when he
needed something, and toss them aside if they should push
themselves upon him. He had killed more men than he could remember,
and cared not to try. They were barely worth his effort to kill…and
he made no bones about. Give me what I want…and you might
live.

___

By this time of evening, Tolokah had his
feet propped up, and he was leaning back against the stone wall of
his bluff. By his side sat a very large stone jug. He had numerous
ones just like it, stacked safely along the base of the bluff wall.
Inside these many jugs was a concoction he had made himself. It was
known as troll-wine, but it was really more of a very strong fruit
whiskey. Nearly all trolls love their wine, and Tolokah was no
exception to the rule. His nights were spent delving deeply into
his jugs of wine and desperately trying to find a way to capture
the heart of the one and only female he had ever known (besides his
own mother).

The female of Tolokah’s dreams (and at least
one hundred other male trolls) was and older woman by the name of
Meilan. Despite the fact that she was a troll, she was quite
beautiful. Troll women did not generally look as troll-ish as their
male counterparts. Most were better than seven feet tall, and they
carried their strong, but slender build with a very sensuous heir.
Their attitudes were equally rotten to those of the males, but
their looks were quite different. They were very much like hot,
Neanderthal chicks…with an attitude.

Other than their remarkably strong arms,
they looked quite human, and Meilan was the perfect specimen. She
had very long, flowing black hair that hung well below her
well-defined breasts, and her shapely hips gave every male a reason
to fight for her hand. She had already given birth to six young
males, but none had blemished her appearance in any way. She was
still very desirable, despite the scarceness of other females. And,
like clockwork, every twelve months she would give birth…with
whomever male she chose.

Tolokah sat as he always did…angry almost to
the point of tears and drunk as an in-port sailor. Although most
would never have guessed it, he was really a deep individual. He
would hum little songs he had written for Meilan, although he never
believed she would ever hear them. No one ever saw the complexity
in Tolokah’s make up. As with most individuals from all walks of
life, those tender sides rarely show themselves, and the rough and
tumble ways shine because of their ease-of-display. Tolokah could
have been a great individual, but his bitterness never failed to
dominate. Still, there were times when old Terrere’ wasn’t so
terrible. When the wine was flowing, and he truly longed for
Meilan, some of the sweetest poetry flowed from his tongue. One of
his lovely verses follows:

Cast upon the air,

Flows flawless brunette hair

And wafts its scent divine

Upon this skin of mine…

On skin of mine.

I would build for thee

Halls of tranquility.

and tend your every whim

To steal you neigh from him.

Neigh from him.

I would place you high above…

on pedestal made of love.

And move mountains made of sand,

Just to gain your hand.

To gain your hand.

These words are just a piece of many, many
strands of long-winded and heart-felt words he had written for her.
Each night, he would hum and sing, curse and growl, and drink
himself into oblivion. It’s a sad tale, and without a doubt, poor
Tolokah had reason for his bitter anger. But reason does not make
his deeds right… it only makes them more understandable. His deeds
were not only sorrowful…but also detestable.

Such was his plight.

And as the last few embers of his fire
dwindled down to ash, Tolokah drifted into sleep. As he tossed in
drunken slumber, he mumbled a few crude words… “Some day soon, my
dear…my pretty.” And that was all for the night.

* * *

Tolokah woke as usual…his mouth was dry and
his head hurt. He had no appetite, but knew that by noon he would
be quite hungry and ready to start the whole process once more.

He picked up his leather sling from the
stone beside him and slowly meandered his way through the forest,
looking for something edible to shoot.

Tolokah was a deadly shot with his sling. He
could toss a rock with absolute precision, and kill nearly any
small animal with one blow. Rabbit was one of his favorites, but he
would settle for anything that wiggled when squeezed. Birds were a
delicacy when they could be found, but most scattered far before
his bulky feet could plow through the forest floor. He wasn’t
exactly light on his feet, and hunting was a day-long challenge for
him. Thankfully for him, he was a great aim, and that made up for
his lack of quiet stalking. He was still a formidable hunter.

After a few failed attempts at a barking
squirrel, Tolokah continued his search farther south than usual. He
could see a few crows flying in the far distance. He could really
enjoy a finely-cooked crow from his fireplace. Despite the old
adage, crow wasn’t all that bad to eat, and Tolokah could almost
smell the warming meat on his roasting stick. “Yeah,” he said,
“south we go.”

After a few miles of southward travel,
Tolokah came upon three black birds high up in the tall branches of
a Sycamore tree. They appeared to be more interested in something
below them, and they chattered back and forth between themselves in
a way that allowed Tolokah to creep far too closely. His eye was
fixed upon one particular bird that was considerably closer than
the rest. The bird’s gaze was focused solely on the other two and
the movement below them near a beautiful small lake.

As the bird continued to focus below
himself, Tolokah placed a very sharp and weighty stone into his
leather sling. Ordinarily, these birds would have taken flight at
the quiet sound of the swirling strands of leather spinning below
them, but their interest was held elsewhere. Tolokah took careful
aim as he wound up his shot. Faster and faster his stone swirled.
As the old black bird refocused on the happenings below, Tolokah
released his grip of one of his strands of leather…releasing the
stone with remarkable speed.

Within a second, the bird fell backward from
its perch and flailed uncontrollably downward into the pool of
water. Its companions jumped in startled dismay and flew cautiously
overhead and watched their leader plunder into the cold clear
water. As they circled in frantic dismay, they watched as an
unbelievable occurrence unfolded before their eyes.

The floor of the forest swept toward the
lake with a wave of motion. A raspy call of some sort echoed
through the valley. Within seconds, the leader of this band of
secretive birds was swept into a waterfall by this wave of greenery
and disappeared from sight. Almost simultaneously, Tolokah stepped
forth to view the same occurrence. Spears flew through the air, and
a deafening hush spread over the forest…and a very suspicious troll
quietly crept away. And as two black birds flew solemnly overhead,
the greenery below them came to a screeching halt…and the forest
floor became deadly quiet.

 


 



Chapter 4

Within the confines of
Great Falls Cave, the groups of Leafling fighters were
beginning to disband. Quite some time had passed, and Azir was
growing impatient with the incessant questions and constant
prodding for information from the Leafling guards. “Leave us,”
commanded Azir, “I will call you if needed. Tulas…send word to the
sentinels…man their posts until further notice. Keep all young ones
within the confines of the Miraré. I should like to be alone with
the bird…at least until we can make certain of its intentions.”

Tulas reluctantly did as he was told and
waited patiently outside the entrance to the cave for further
instructions. Tulas was both head of the sentinel guard and
spiritual leader for most of the younger Leafling children. The
older Leaflings, of course, preferred to speak with Azir when
possible. But as time passed, old Azir was less and less available
for lessons, and more commonly than not, chose to let Tulas take
the reins. Despite some odd comments from many older Leaflings,
young Tulas was becoming a stronghold in the community and did his
best to conduct himself in an appropriate manner. He was
approaching the spiritual age of five years. Adulthood in Leaflings
happens at about two years of age. Those two year-olds are much
like the teenagers of man’s prodigy.

Tulas’ son, Kimbli, was just approaching
these tender teen-age equivalent years. He was well beyond his
first year, and had moved much further along in his studies than
most his age. He was a product of a loving parent…as most truly
strong students are, and conducted himself in a knowledgeable and
confident way. He was the well-behaved, well-educated, and
well-spoiled youth of Tulas the Knight. He was well loved, but also
held in a jealous regard by some of the Leafling youngsters. They
all admired his strong and intelligent demeanor, yet fantasized
about the lofty position that he would someday hold. Someday, he
would be the Leafling equivalent to a prince. He would be heir to
the throne of Tal Kator, and everyone here knew it.

After a few hours of Azir consoling this
bird, it finally calmed down some and Azir was able to discern a
few odd ramblings from it. Most of its speech was a series of
gurgling sounds and sharp whistles, and it took Azir quite a while
to make any sense of what the bird was trying to say. Azir could
communicate with most birds quite fluently, but this bird’s speech
was different from that of any of the large birds he had come in
contact with in his long life. Finally, Azir spoke, “You appear to
us as a crow.”

The bird appeared disgusted with the term
crow, and even made a nasty coughing sound followed by a
crudely spoken word, “Alck! Crow! Alck!”

“Alright,” said Azir, “then what are
you?”

The old bird made several attempts to speak
in his own language before he gave up and rolled his tongue with a
raspy growl, “Rrrrrraven!”

“Now, we are getting somewhere, my friend,”
said Azir, that precious piece of information soaking in. “You are
safe here until you heal. I assume you are a tower raven.” The bird
gave a bobbing head nod.

But soon, the raven gave Azir a strange look
of confusion. He looked down at his bloody breast and then back at
Azir. Slowly Azir was beginning to understand why the bird was
still so frightened. Aside from his wound, the raven evidently felt
as if the Leaflings had been the ones who had shot him from his
perch. He had no idea what had happened to him when he fell from
the sky…only that he hurt badly, and hundreds of tiny creatures
whisked him away into a cave.

Over the next several minutes, Azir spoke to
the raven and listened intently for anything he could make out in
the old bird’s speech. Unfortunately, the bird was quite
traumatized, and his wounds had taken much of the bird’s energy. As
the day wore on, the bird’s wounds were tended, and Azir left the
bird to get some rest within the safety of the cave. He ventured
out onto the rock ledge with Tulas and some of the other guards.
“How is he?” asked Tulas as Azir took a seat along the rocky
ledge.

“I can make out very little of what he has
said,” said Azir. “He thought that we were who shot him from his
perch. You can imagine how frightened he must have been.”

“Now what?” asked Tulas. “What do we do with
him now?”

“First, he must rest,” spoke Azir, “but, I
now need time to think. I do not feel good about this. Something is
dreadfully out of place.” The old Leafling paused a moment and then
spoke again, “See to it that the nurses have what they need. The
sentinels must man their positions until further notice. Change the
guard every ten hours, and keep in close contact with them all. Do
not bother me unless under attack. I will need time.”

He then walked back into the cave with his
arms by his side and his shoulders hanging with a great weight of
impending worry. Tulas did not ask any more of his mentor. Azir
would let him know when the time was right, and he could tell that
Azir was deeply troubled. “For all our sakes,” spoke Tulas to a
fellow guard, “I hope he finds his answers…and soon.”

* * *

After a few hours rest, the old raven opened
his eyes and focused on his surroundings. After a startling first
glance, he came to his senses and settled back into his bedding. A
young Leafling nurse placed his hand upon the raven’s wings and
smiled. The raven looked down at his bandages and felt a twinge of
pain shoot through his breast. Although his wounds were dreadful to
view, he felt much better than he expected. In fact, he was healing
considerably faster than he had ever before. The Leafling nurse
spoke a few words of comfort and left the raven to himself. This
old raven had never intended to be in such a predicament.

The bird’s name in raven and in English was
Glock. He was a fairly aged bird but carried his years well and had
attained a high status in his flock. His mind was sorting through
many thoughts as he took in all the sights and sounds of this cave.
He scoured every detail he could and plugged it into his memory,
half-expecting these strange creatures to turn on him at any
moment. Ravens were not very trusting in their nature and rarely
accepted anything for what it seemed. They had several run-ins with
numerous creatures over the years, and it left them with a natural
distaste for any beings other than their own. And any reference to
crows sent them into rage.

Meanwhile, Azir paced the halls of a
dimly-lit room. The flickering yellow light of a few candles shone
upon the stone walls deep within the confines of the passageways of
the cave. The rough and bark-like fingers of Azir traced numerous
inscriptions carved deeply into stone slabs on the walls of the
room, and his face strained with the thoughts of an individual that
carried a great weight.

Azir was worried. He racked his memory
through and through but simply could not remember some of the very
early teachings of his youth. Somewhere within the countless
etchings on this wall was what he wanted to remember. Deciphering
the old carvings of the slabs was difficult for most students…and
no one in the Leafling colony truly knew the key to the scrolls on
these walls except Azir. He could remember some of the etchings
from their translations from when he was young, but many were only
a foggy memory.

He had been patiently taught by his Ori
elder and learned the ways of the Leaflings through the same
channels by which he was teaching Tulas. He had spent many years
teaching several of the Leaflings of the colony, but those years
had robbed him of much of the intense study he had planned for
himself since his early days. He now racked his mind, trying to
recall the many teachings of his youth.

Azir could now picture the purple light
reflecting in the eyes of Tulas’ parent, and his heart melted with
anguish. Tumo was to be the elder when Azir was ready to back away
from his teachings. Tumo was chosen by Azir from the moment of his
birth…and Azir spent countless hours lovingly singing to him and
teaching and guiding him through the processes of learning the ways
of the Leaflings. Tumo was almost his own sapling … taking the
place of his own two saplings that fell … fighting to save the
colony during the Great Flood.

Tumo had been special to Azir. He had given
up his own two young ones in that horrible storm…and Tumo was to
replace them both in the Hall of Scrolls when Azir died…being the
adopted youth of one who lost his own.

But, tragedy fell again for Azir. Despite
his loyal religion—and despite his constant giving and perpetual
desire to carry the Leaflings into the future, Azir faced yet
another loss.

Tumo fell sick in the blight of the Cold
Winter, and after days of agonizing pain and torture, the chosen
one died. Tumo’s limbs lie twisted and dry as Azir laid his body
into his grave and pushed the soil of the Miraré in around him.
Azir would have given his own life many times over to save this
young life…this chosen one…this product of thousands of hours of
faithful teaching. He would have grafted himself unto Tumo with
every once of his being…but it was not to be. And in this dark
candle-lit cavern, Azir fell to his knees in remembrance and
cried.

He looked at the elaborate carvings in stone
slabs on the walls as tears fell from his nose. He wept as he cried
aloud, “I am not sure I can do this. It was not supposed to happen
this way. Where are my young....my little ones? I am old, even
beyond my years. I have lived so very, very long. Why is it that I
must live to see the last days of my own family....WHY? Send me
strength, my fathers…send me strength…help me…oh Great Literati’,
help me.” And in the dark depths of the ancient cave … the old
Leafling mourned.

* * *

After hours of thought, Azir returned from
the depths of the cave and spoke again with the raven. Something
unnatural had happened to this raven. He did not speak like the
birds of the forest. Something had changed the bird’s vocabulary,
and Azir could not make much of its strange ramblings. He finally
gave up and went outside to find Tulas.

As he suspected, Tulas was still manning his
post as he was told and watching the community closely. He
addressed Tulas quietly, “I have spoken to the raven and do not
understand his speech. What I make out does not make sense.”

Tulas raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t laugh,” spoke Azir with a smile. “He
says that he is the messenger of monkeys.”

Tulas laughed out loud. “Now we’re in
trouble, Azir,” he said, still chuckling, “The monkeys are coming
to get us!”

Azir managed a bit of a smile, and spoke
again. “I’m still very concerned—nothing good ever came from a
troll. I think he will return.”

“Then we shall put him in his place,” said
Tulas. “We have warded off many predators over the years, and we
shall do so again. He should be no match for our defenses.”

“Never underestimate an opponent, Tulas,”
said Azir. “It will lead to disaster every time.” After a moment of
thought, he spoke again, “Where are Kimbli and the other young
ones?”

“They are with Mesigh at the base of the old
Chestnut…probably still grumbling about not being able to swing and
swim on this sunny day!”

“I guess we can let them play some,” said
Azir. “I don’t think we are in immediate danger, but keep a very
close eye…I feel very uneasy with this entire ordeal.” He motioned
for Tulas to speak with Mesigh and gave him a rewarding smile.
“Thank you for all you do, Tulas. You are dear to me.”

“And you to me, my friend,” spoke Tulas, and
some of the tension of a very strange day was relieved…and in the
late afternoon sun, Azir the Old continued to search his memory for
answers.

 


 



Chapter 5

Far beyond the outskirts
of the forest, and high above the forest floor, there was a
very tall stone tower. Its long and spiraling staircase ascended
many stories above a castle-like building on the very edge of a
township of man by the name of Cobblestone. This little city had
been a settlement for ages beyond account. Its lovely streets were
worthy of the town’s name, and the clip-clop of hooves often echoed
through the cobblestone streets. The large stone tower of this
quaint abbey sat comfortably on the street corner near the edge of
the city, and its window boxes almost always contained the most
beautiful blossoms currently in bloom. The monks kept a very tidy
household, and their gardens were the talk of the town. Few places
in this ancient time were so lavishly decorated with natural
flora.

The abbey was most certainly the oldest
building in the city, and it housed the only library of sorts
within miles. The old books that adorned the shelves of this
building were age-old, leather-bound hardcovers, and many of them
were also hand-written. The old monks of the abbey had wonderful
penmanship, and managed to make time to recopy some of the old
manuscripts of yesteryear whenever inclement weather disallowed a
day in the garden. A monk’s work is never done, and idle hands are
the devil’s work…or so some say.

Today, as a thunderhead rumbled through the
town of Cobblestone, so too did a large troll. His rough demeanor
hardly fit in here at this pleasant little town that housed a
quaint and subtle monastery. His presence was known immediately as
the footsteps of Tolokah plodded through the rock-laden streets.
Shutters of windows quickly slammed home, and a hush fell
throughout the streets and alleyways of Cobblestone.

Tolokah knew little of this monastery and
cared even less, but he needed information, and he would not leave
without it. He eventually found his way to the abbey steps and
climbed them two-fold with his large strides. He spoke as little as
possible with the young doorman that addressed him after he opened
the large green doors of the monastery. The voice of the young monk
was simply too sweet for Tolokah’s ears. “Er…Umm…Good day Mr.
Tro….I mean Sir. How can I help you today?”

The door man was Jon. He was a young and
vibrant student of the monk faith, and his eager ears and eyes
constantly searched for more to learn. He was quite intelligent and
spent a large portion of each day pouring through the many books of
lore on the shelves here at the monastery. He was well known as a
tender-heart, and he was most certainly a well loved young man from
near to far. He had a comfortable, all-knowing smile that warmed
the heart and soul of all who had come to know him. His parents had
died young, and the lad had come to love his quiet life here at the
abbey. He was well suited for his intern here at the monastery, and
the town of Cobblestone had come to love him. “The gospel according
to Jon” was a loving play-on-words of the townspeople of this
spiritual and warm community. He smiled as he addressed this
formidable troll.

“I have not come,” growled Tolokah, “to
banter with the likes of some youth. I should like to speak to an
elder.”

Tolokah’s fair words were certainly not
spoken cordially. He could speak elegantly and frightfully at the
same time. His fearful frown and snarling lip led Jon to realize
that he was not dealing with a reasonable individual. His elders
should be notified as soon as possible.

“One moment, Sir,” he said as pleasantly and
quickly as possible. “I shall fetch an elder.” He smiled as he
turned and did his best to not show the utter detest he felt for
the enormous troll in the doorway. He scampered away to the tall
stone stairwell nearby.

He extended his arm up to a small white
string that stretched way up into the stairwell. His hand grasped
the string and gave it a tug. At the very end of the line was a
small brass bell. As it chimed aloud, the eyes of a very old man
raised from his book. With a raised voice, the old monk spoke,
“Yes, Jon.”

“Father,” called Jon, “you have a very
pressing visitor.”

The monk at the end of the string…and at the
top of the stairwell…was none other than Father Mathias. He was the
“eldest” elder, and the very mentioning of his name commanded
respect. It was said that he was now in his late eighties, but
looked to be of much less years. Nearly all of his living days had
been spent in or around this stone building, and he cared for it as
if it were a member of the family.

The clip-clop of Father Mathias’ soft
leather sandals echoed through the stone tower as he slowly eased
down the long and spiraling staircase to the foyer. The light of
the mid morning sun shone through the stained-glass windows and
shrouded the deep brown cloak of the monk in tiny rainbows of
light. The light danced in sparkles on the surface of a beautiful
ring on Father Mathias’ finger. Winding vines and flowers were
deeply carved around a single stone in the center, and the monk’s
thumb spun it gently around his finger as he descended the
stairwell.

Jon met his mentor near the bottom of the
stairs and offered a supportive arm. He then led Father Mathias to
the foyer and left the room and disappeared into the labyrinth of
rooms of the abbey…just as all good interns should when company
presented themselves to an elder. Father Mathias stepped forward
and spoke, “Master Troll, what is it that we of the abbey may do
for you?”

“Enough with the niceties, old man,” spoke
the troll, “I’ve come for information.” The enormous body of the
troll towered over Father Mathias. The stench of Tolokah’s
uncleanly body filling the air was very fitting of the name
Terrere’.

“My acquaintances usually address me as
Father, kind troll,” spoke Father Mathias, with an obvious display
of distaste. “Surely, you could find it within yourself to do
so.”

Tolokah gave Father Mathias a smug smile as
he stepped up to his face. He grabbed the old monk by the nap of
his deep brown cloak and growled a nasty sentence, “My
acquaintances usually address me as please, please don’t kill
me.” The troll breathed heavily into the old monk’s face as he
held it near his own and snarled into it. “What I need…FATHER,”
spoke Tolokah, with a very aggressive growl of intolerance, “is
information. I have run across some very strange little leafy
creatures in the forest. Now, we can play games if you like…but I’m
sure you won’t want your spine snapped.” With that, the troll began
to raise his other hand to Father Mathias’ neck. As the old monk’s
eyes widened, the troll smiled with satisfaction.

“Only if you want your skull pierced, Master
Troll,” spoke the very young and very angry voice of Jon from
across the room. In his hands, was a very large and drawn crossbow.
The sight of the bow and the eye of Jon were both accurately aimed
at the old troll’s ear. The feathers on the arrow quivered with
Jon’s deep breath, and his finger twitched at the trigger with
exhilaration. “You have three seconds,” continued Jon.

Tolokah reluctantly released his grip on
Father Mathias. With a growl of distaste, he stared at Jon,
wrinkling his lip in anger.

Father Mathias spoke, “We know nothing of
leafy creatures…or trolls for that matter. You may find your way to
the door and only return when you have found respect and
manners.”

“We shall meet again…Father!” growled
Tolokah. “Sleep well ‘til then…and you, dwarf monk,” he said to Jon
with a scowl, “…will not always carry that cumbersome crossbow. I
look forward to then.” With a disgusting smile and an evil glare,
Terrere’ the terrible walked through the large wooden doors of the
abbey and into the streets of Cobblestone.

Jon rushed to his mentor’s side and offered
comfort. “Are you alright, Father?”

“I am fine, Jon,” spoke Father Mathias. “I
need to think, my son. Please help me to my room.”

As two monks navigated the high and winding
stairs of the abbey tower, one angry troll stomped his way from
this village of man to the only other place he could go for
answers. He would make his way to the very last place in the world
he wanted to go. He must see Anté. And that could prove fatal. The
thoughts of Anté were all-knowing. The words of Anté were all
final.

But, despite the pangs of fear in his
heart…there was still a burning desire for answers…still something
coaxing him forward. There was something in this matter that he
must see to. He felt absolutely drawn to this intriguing and
unfolding story of leafy creatures in the woods. And—he felt
strongly enough about it to face Anté, and Anté would not be
welcoming Tolokah with open arms.

 


 



Chaper 6

Tolokah propped his aching
feet up onto a nearby rock and opened a fresh jug of wine.
The popping sound of the cork echoed from the stone bluff and out
into the chill night air. It was a calm night, and Tolokah’s fire
crackled its warm glow into the dark forest. As his feet warmed, he
tipped his jug and began to form a plan.

It was long ago when Tolokah first engaged
in business with Anté. He dreaded Antés hurtful glare when he
arrived at Stone Castle, and he wondered if Anté would allow him to
enter. He never wanted to be in contact with Anté at all, but a
number of fellow trolls had been contracted to remove one of the
stone garden walls behind the old castle, and Tolokah elected to
help only for pay and nothing more. He expected to be done with the
process in a day or two and move on, but one job led to another
until Tolokah was deeply under the thumb of Anté. Anté owed him a
good bit of money, and he continued to hold it over Tolokah’s head
to get him to do his next nasty job. His jobs eventually entailed
little more than that of a hired thug, collecting bills and
promises from other forest peoples. And finally, with a large sum
of money still owed to Tolokah from Anté, Tolokah confiscated his
last large “collection” from the village of man and never returned
to Anté. Even though the amount of the collection was close to what
Anté owed him, Anté was furious with the insult and vowed to repay
the insult one day, ten-fold. Anté was more than intelligent
enough—and quite capable of doing so…it was just a matter of
time.

___

Tolokah was just certain there would be
something in this story for him. It was just too good a secret.
There would be something in it for him; he just wasn’t sure what it
was, yet.

His stomach growled as he took another large
chug from his jug of wine. “He will accept me…this is good
information,” he said under his breath. And, as the wine flowed, he
looked forward to his day tomorrow and began to hum a little tune.
It was another of his verses for Meilan, and his mind and heart
were soon completely engulfed in thoughts of her.

“To the ends of this earth we know

Is the least of where I shall go.

I will wait there for thee,

And forever guarantee

Devotion no more divine

Than that of the love of mine.

My Meilan, my Meilan!”

The humming and singing continued until it
was completely indiscernible…and the drunken old troll drifted off
to sleep.

 


 



Chapter 7 

By now, two days had
passed in the cave behind the Great Falls. What was once a
nearly dead raven, was now a strong-willed and semi-healthy bird.
His wounds were well on their way to being healed, and the old bird
was amazed at his own progress. He could not communicate well with
these leafy creatures, but he sensed that they must be friends, or
they would have killed him by now…and how they managed to heal his
large wounds so quickly, he would never know.

He practiced a few flaps of his wings for
flight but realized it was too soon for that. It did feel good for
the raven to move some and begin to regain his strength. He
wondered how and when they would ever let him leave from this very
secretive … and apparently sacred location. He was resting
comfortably when Azir walked in.

“Raven,” he spoke aloud, “it is time we
talk.” The old Leafling sat down beside the raven and placed his
hand on the bird’s shoulder and smiled. He thought for a moment and
then began to recite the many early teachings of Leafling speech.
Azir had finally decided that teachers must teach…and leaders must
lead…and Azir the Old…was about to do both.

* * *

Outside the confines of the cave, some of
the aspects of Leafling life were getting closer to normal.
Although the sentinels were still at post, and the guards stood
vigilant, the young ones were allowed to play and some of the
others scurried through their daily rituals. Even under the close
watch during this fearful time, the colony of Tal Kator was still a
very peaceful and beautiful place. Some of the old barkies were
allowed to “take a walk” to you know where, and the playful
splashing of swimming youngsters could again be heard.

Young Kimbli and his best friend, Kikah were
strolling along the banks of the Miraré and skipping stones. Kikah
spoke up, “I’m tired of being kept up near the cave. Why don’t we
slip over to the Apple and talk with Ducah…anything to liven things
up a bit.”

“Your Ori would fall leafless if we were
caught near the old Apple,” suggested Kimbli.

“Yeah…” replied Kikah, “…let’s go, shall
we?” Within minutes, the two were tiptoeing down the winding path
to the old Apple and chuckling to themselves. These two could find
fun in the simplest places. It didn’t take much to keep these
youngsters happy. One day, they sat in the bushes and tossed an
occasional acorn at Ducah setting under the old Apple whenever he
dozed off. The old Leafling would startle himself awake and look at
the sky, wondering if it might be falling. They were good
youngsters…just a little on the ornery side.

The two strolled on down the winding path
away from the Miraré.

Kimbli strolled up to Ducah, who was fast
asleep with his feet pushed into the soil. He tapped him lightly on
the back and plopped down beside him.

Ducah jumped as he awakened and both young
Leaflings laughed aloud. “Ducah, my friend,” said Kimbli, “you’ve
been here so long; you’re growing moss on your back side.”

Ducah was not amused by the young one’s
playful antics. “Nonsense,” grumbled the Leafling, “I’ve merely
taken a short nap…and besides, do your Oris know you are here? I
somehow doubt it.”

“The sentinels gave us leave this morning.
We were sick of the same ol’-same ol’. We thought we might get you
to tell us that old story of you and Azir and that wild shrew. We
do love that story.”

Both young ones knew that old Ducah loved
the sound of his own voice and could talk for hours about nothing
but himself and be quite content. He had been known to keep talking
even after his listeners had slipped off to get away.

Ducah immediately began his story in his
rough and tumble sort of way just as the young ones had expected.
He also took no note of the two pranksters gently slipping their
roots beneath the leaves with a quiet chuckle. They began their
usual little quotes of “do tell” and “you don’t say”…and old Ducah
was in the height of his glory.

The old Leafling talked and talked and after
about an hour, the two quietly pulled their roots from beneath the
leaves and slipped away from the old bloke. As they crept back up
the trail, they could still hear Ducah’s voice in the distance
ranting of yesteryear and the pesky shrew that just could not
outsmart him.

“You just have to love old Ducah,” said
Kimbli. “I’ve been trying to picture the shrew that couldn’t
outsmart him!” The two laughed out loud and continued giggling
their way up the path toward the lake.

“Have you noticed,” asked Kikah, “how
concerned Azir is over that old crow?”

Kimbli nodded his head and answered, “Yeah,
Ori says it is a raven, whatever that is. I didn’t know there was a
difference. It doesn’t seem much smarter than a crow, but Azir is
taking great pains to communicate with him. I guess I don’t
understand why the group is so worried about this whole ordeal. The
troll left and the crow…raven…is healing quickly. Looks to me as if
things are on the up-and-up.”

“I don’t know either,” replied Kikah, “but
we’d better get our limbs on up the trail and closer to the lake
before they catch us this far from the colony. Let’s go, nut
head!”

“Nut head? You’re the nut head! Your Ori has
bark like a hickory.”

“Oh yeah, your Ori has termites!”

“Oh yeah,” and the arguments continued as if
these two were bitter enemies about to strike blows, while all the
time they were merely battling wits and loving the camaraderie. The
playful twosome always had fun. And life, as far as they were
concerned, was back to normal.

 


 



Chapter 8

The heavy footsteps of
Tolokah crushed their way through the rarely trodden path to
Stone Castle. It had been an all-day walk for him to the far edge
of the forest, and he was more than ready to arrive, but was in no
particular hurry to meet up with Anté. He could see the frightening
old castle looming ahead of him in the distance. The coming
darkness only added to its uninviting appearance.

As he stepped closer to the large open doors
of the ancient castle, he paused and looked at its magnificent
architecture. Although many of the age old stones were crumbling in
decay, the domed windows still housed their stained glass, and the
green copper roof still remained in near perfect repair. Vines of
ivy clung to the precipice of nearly every story of the building,
and it completely covered the wrought iron gate that once hung
proudly on its hinges in better days. It was once a proud and noble
building, but now it felt foreboding and eerie with its old wooden
doors hanging crooked on their rusty and broken hinges. Even the
fearless heart of Tolokah the troll sank as his footsteps entered
the main doors and looked to the halls within.

Tolokah desperately wanted to be quiet, but
found his footsteps echoing through the stone walls with utter
clarity. He made his way down a long corridor toward a dim light
near the end. He felt the darkness close in around him, and the
stench of dusty mold filled his nostrils. Each footstep was harder
to make than the last. As he stepped from the corridor and into the
dim light of a large chamber, a loud and terrible voice clamored
through the air and pierced his heart like a dagger.

“Why have you come?” it shouted.

The enormously strong arms of this
formidable troll shook with fear as he tried to speak. He did his
best to sound strong, but the words did not come. “I…have…”

“SILENCE!” shouted the voice of Anté. “Come
forth and speak with the strength of one worthy of being named
Terrere’. There is nothing more disgusting than the whimpered words
of a coward. Are you a troll or a whipped pup?”

The frightening voice was coming from the
center of the room behind a very large and long table that
stretched from one end of the room to the other. The entire surface
of the table was laden with dust covered books. There were ancient
leather-bound hard backs and loose hand-written pages yellowed with
great age. There were notes and maps, as well as a number of
sketched drawings scattered across the table.

At the center of the table, resting
comfortably in the velvety seat of a huge throne was none other
than Anté. He needed no other name…no other reference at all. He
was known far and wide by the name Anté; meaning before, or
ancient…and he filled those shoes well. His old and decrepit
body was very tall and thin, and his deep green robe could have
covered him many times over. His long gray whiskers hung well
beyond his chest; combed and braided to perfection. His bald head
sat firmly upon his slender neck, and it was nearly lost in the
shadows of the hood of his robe. His deep dark eyes glistened with
the eerie glare of the lake surface on a moonlit night. And if his
appearance was not frightful enough, his voice could shake the very
foundations of the most fearless of souls.

Some felt that Anté was a wizard. Still
others felt that he was more of a warlock, practicing witchcraft
deep within the halls of Stone Castle. But man or beast, Anté was a
formidable soul with a contempt for nearly all walks of life. He
had lived a very long life, and studied the lore of man…religion
and politics, history and folklore. He had read every word of every
book in this vast library, and understood all that was within them.
He was old beyond old…wise beyond wise…and evil beyond evil…and it
was obvious. With a harsh and disgusted growl, he shouted again,
“Come forth and speak, coward!”

By now, the anger in Tolokah’s heart was
beginning to overpower his fear. His eyes regained their hateful
glare, and he stepped forward as he was commanded. At last, he
spoke, “I have come, Anté, for information. I have some to
share.”

“So the thief comes to the home of the
victim and wants to barter information,” spoke Anté with detest.
“How very troll-like…why should I not slay you now?”

Tolokah chuckled aloud, “You are quite old
and fragile to be slaying, I might suggest!”

Within a split second, the once fragile and
frail looking old man before Tolokah rose from his seat and whipped
his sword just inches above the troll’s head and embedded it into
the table before him. “I think not, Master Troll.”

Tolokah stood in total amazement as Anté
cast a menacing scowl and sat back down, leaving the sword still
embedded in the table before him.

Anté raised both hands in the air in gesture
to show Tolokah the room in which they stood. The walls were
covered with row after row of shelves that housed thousands more
books like the ones on the table in front of them. Cobwebs and dust
covered everything there, and some of the dusty surfaces sparkled
in the pale candle light. “What information could you possibly
offer me, Tolokah the Terrible?”

Tolokah spoke with a sly whisper, “Only the
location of a village of tiny leafy creatures.”

Anté gave Tolokah a long and questioning
stare. The wheels were turning in his head, and he was not about to
give up any information before he had time to think this
through.

At last, Anté stood from his throne and
looked Tolokah deeply in the eye. His dark eyes were menacing, but
intrigued, and he spoke with great hesitation. “What kind of leafy
creatures?”

“I thought maybe you could tell me that,”
replied Tolokah. “I found them while shooting crows. I suspect it
might have been more than a mere crow, for I got only close enough
to receive numerous little spears in the ground before me.”

“Where is this place?” asked Anté, still
glaring an evil smile.

“Now, what kind of bargain would I possibly
have if I gave up my information so quickly?” asked Tolokah with a
knowing smile.

“I must consult my books,” said Anté. “I
have heard of such creatures, but I need time to study. Leave me
and return tomorrow. I shall have an answer for you…if I
choose.”

“I have no intention of walking home, Anté,”
spoke Tolokah. “I walked a great distance to give you this
information. I have no intention of leaving.”

“And I,” laughed Anté, “have no intention of
caring! Leave at once, before I pull this sword from the
table!”

Tolokah wrinkled his nose with a growl and
slowly turned and walked down the hall, out the main doors and into
the night. He stopped just outside of the vine covered gates and
found a large oak tree to rest against. His eyes stared at the dark
castle walls as his mind raced with ideas.

“Wish I had a good jug of wine,” he grumbled
as he thought of the possibilities of what old Anté might have in
store for him. He pictured handsome rewards of jewels or gold, but
never in his wildest imagination would he have dreamed of what was
in store for him the following day. His life was about to
change.

* * *

In the cool and dusty library of Stone
Castle, an evil mind was busy at work on an elaborate plan. Anté
gently spun a beautiful ring around his finger. The light of the
candelabra flickered upon its leafy surface and small stone. His
quiet chuckle echoed through the cool damp halls, “A puppet troll
for me…must be my birthday…and I’ve been a very good boy…ha,
ha, ha, ha!”

 


 



Chapter 9

Father Mathias stepped
onto the balcony of the tower in the abbey. He scattered a
handful of seeds to a couple of black birds on the ledge. The
ravens jumped to the floor of the balcony and began their meal.
Father Mathias shook his head in disappointment.

“Where ever is Glock?” he asked to himself.
He wished deeply that he had taken more time to communicate with
some of the younger ravens as well as Glock. Perhaps he had spent
too much time with Glock and not enough with the others. At this
point, it mattered little. Glock was gone, and the young ravens at
his side were of no use to him other than running simple written
messages locally. Glock was a special bird…and Father Mathias
missed him dearly.

Father Mathias navigated the stairs to the
hall below. Young Jon soon met him and led him to the dining hall.
As he became seated in his head position at the end of the table,
he spoke quietly to Jon, “I should like to call a meeting this
morning, Jon. Could I trouble you to send word to the Fathers, my
son?”

“Certainly”, replied Jon in his usual
overzealous manner. “I shall report back to you as soon as
possible…if I may, Father.”

“That will be fine, Jon,” he replied with a
smile. “Let us make it for 10 a.m., if possible.”

Jon nodded and raced off to deliver messages
to the other monk Fathers. Father Mathias ate his breakfast and
hardly noticed what he was eating. His mind was awash with numerous
theories and an impending worry. He wondered what, if anything, he
should do. Maybe the other Fathers would have some counsel.

Soon, ten o’clock rolled around, and Father
Mathias found himself looking in the eyes of eight old monks…all
pondering the reason for this meeting. Father Mathias rang a small
bell to gain the attention of the Fathers. All turned and gave
Mathias their full attention.

He cleared his throat and began to speak, “I
have called you all hither to discuss an impending worry. I
fear…that Tal Kator may be in danger.”

Quiet murmurs rumbled around the room, and
Mathias spoke again, “As many of you know, I often send the ravens
to view the Leafling colony. More importantly, I send Glock. Glock
and I have developed repose…a crude language between us. There are
few words, but we can communicate well enough to serve the needs of
the trip to Tal Kator. Three days ago, I sent Glock and two others
to view the Leafling colony. Glock did not return. I cannot
communicate well enough with the young ravens to determine what
happened. They flap their wings and fall to the ground…and I fear
that is what happened to Glock.”

The men around the large table looked at one
another with confused glances. One finally spoke, “What may this
have to do with Tal Kator? Something could have happened anywhere
along the way.”

“That question, Father Finley,” spoke
Mathias, “leads me to my next and most disturbing piece of
information. I was paid a visit yesterday from a troll. Not just
any troll…Tolokah.”

A roar of dismay filled the hall, and
Mathias continued so speak, “He came in search of information … and
mentioned small, leafy creatures in the forest.”

“Father Mathias,” spoke Father Finley, “you
know the defenses of Tal Kator as well as the rest of us. The troll
will never breach the entrance, and if so….”

“It is not the troll I fear, Father Finley,”
implied Mathias, “I fear he may have help. Tolokah is menace enough
unto himself, but he has been known to cohort with the likes of
Anté.”

A groan of distaste arose from the crowd of
men, and they all began to see the possibilities that Father
Mathias was trying to convey. After a moment of thought, Mathias
spoke again, “I think we all know what Anté is capable of
doing…even without the help of a troll. I dread the possible
outcome. The good world may never be rid of him.”

“I suggest, my friends,” continued Mathias,
“that you all take this afternoon to think this over. I should like
to reconvene tonight. Let us make a decision…for the good of us
all…and follow through with a plan. Are we all in agreement?”

The motion carried, and a forlorn group of
monks made their way to their quarters…with quite a load in their
mind.

 


 



Chapter 10

Tolokah dusted the morning
frost from his leather sleeves. With a shiver, he stood and
walked through the vine-covered iron gate of Stone Castle. He was
quite angered by his uncomfortable night’s rest but was still very
intrigued by what might lie in store for him this morning.

He entered the open front doors of the
castle and made his way down the hall to the room he had entered
the night before. He hardly knew what to expect with old Anté, but
he was willing and ready to receive what Anté had to say. He
entered the old library room and found Anté nearly asleep with his
head in his hands atop a very old and worn book. Its leather-bound
cover was weathered and cracked with age. Its yellowed pages
appeared to be hand-written, and the center of the book was
discolored by the constant turning of pages by searching hands.
This book was heavily studied by more than just Anté.

Anté woke as if from a dream and addressed
Tolokah as he walked closer. With a very dry and very quiet voice,
Anté spoke, “I have discovered much more than I ever imagined. Sit,
Tolokah, and hear what I have to say.”

Tolokah pulled up a chair and anxiously
awaited the information he had been waiting for so impatiently. He
was ready to soak up what ever Anté had to say.

“I have reason,” spoke Anté in amazement,
“that the Prophesy Rhymes are coming to pass!”

He paused and allowed the old troll to
absorb the information he had been given. Anté was certain that
this troll would have no knowledge of this well-known and heavily
studied book. He knew that Tolokah would have no knowledge of the
Literati’ and their ancient writings. Their tireless work would be
lost on the old troll without much instruction.

“I see,” he continued, “that you know not of
the Literati’ and their life-long work of writings. That is
unfortunate. The Literati’ were brilliant men—scholars with
foresight. Their writings have inspired many kings and warriors. It
is all here…in the Book of Lore.”

Anté held his hands open above the book
before him and again paused and allowed the troll to catch up. By
now, Tolokah’s eyes were wide with anticipation, and his knees
began to tremble with excitement. Anté took note…and was
pleased.

Anté spoke again, “I have prepared a copy of
these writings for your review…at no charge…with no strings…for
fear of hindering prophesy. I care not to delve deeper. I wish to
neither help nor hinder what is above my knowledge. I care not to
go further, Tolokah—into the labyrinth of twisted foretelling that
I have read tonight. Recent occurrences have caused me to believe
that you may be the chosen one.”

By now, Tolokah was beside himself. He sat
tediously on the edge of his seat, wide-eyed and trembling. He
could barely contain himself.

“Tell me more…go on!”

Anté took one of the papers he had prepared
for Tolokah and read it aloud.

“This, Tolokah, is from a portion of the
Book of Lore, known as The Prophesy Rhymes of Tal
Kator. The first is an accountment written by one of the elder
Literati’ known as Tolk. His early writings have inspired many…and
this is one of his first…concerning the creation of Tal Kator
during the Meteor Shower of the Dark Ages. It reads as
follows:”

Here follows the account of Tolk:

“The Awakening”

From fear and despair they came

In fiery night of flame.

From smoldering soil and steam,

As if from hazy dream,

They raised their roots from land

And walked on foot and hand,

And like nothing ‘ere before

Rose the Leaflings of Tal Kator.

“By now,” spoke Anté, “you must assume that
the Leaflings are what you have encountered. And if so, these next
pages will cause you to believe that maybe you, Tolokah, are in
line for the Prophesy!”

Tolokah’s head could explode.
Prophesy! Tolokah, the Terrible, was aptly named! Tell me
more, he thought excitedly. Tell me everything!

“Take these pages, Tolokah. Take them. Use
them well, chosen one, to your advantage. Fulfill your destiny! Go
forth and take what is yours by Prophesy! Live like the King AND
QUEEN you have been chosen to become! Take what is rightfully
yours!”

With that, Anté bent forward and handed
Tolokah three additional pieces of parchment. Along with the
Accountment of Tolk, he received three other very important
pieces of writing … and, the troll was moved beyond words.

“Read them aloud, Tolokah,” spoke Anté, “and
give me your thoughts. I don’t think I am mistaken.”

Tolokah pulled the first piece of parchment
and stared in disbelief as he read the words penned across it. They
read as follows:

Troll sat alone

On his bitter throne

Full of anger and despair,

Full of troll wine…

And leg of wild swine…

And a resentment that few could bear.

With a drunken nod,

He asked of the Gods,

“Why is it that I should suffer?

While the vermin of man

And wild beasts can

Mate with a feminine other?”

With a solemn yearning

And desire burning

And thoughts of her in his head,

He would build her a throne

in halls of stone,

And with a jewel for her hand…they would wed.

“My God!” exclaimed Tolokah, “….Meilan.”

He continued to stare at the parchment. “And
what of a jewel?” he asked, looking to Anté for answers.

“I have studied,” spoke Anté, “…the Leafling
Lore for years…and never dreamed of finding them. It is said that
there is an enormous purple jewel within the confines of that
cave…one worthy of great praise…one worthy of a female troll! This
alone, could be enough to consider in this prophesy. But read the
next piece of paper and give me your thoughts.”

Tolokah delicately unfolded another piece of
parchment and again stared in disbelief. “I cannot believe
this.”

Through forest and field,

Fen and glade,

A harsh and terrible

Sound is made.

Never a likely

Tale’s been told,

In Leafling lore

From days of old.

There came a cry

From distant north,

And Devil Troll

Came raging forth.

He cast his spell

With poison rain,

And Tal Kator

Cried tears of pain.

And Quoth, said Troll,

“Nevermore!

Will Leafling toil

In Tal Kator!”

“You think this could be me?” Tolokah simply
could not take in all this information at once. “Poison rain?” he
asked. “I don’t…I don’t know what to say.”

“I shall help you decipher some of this,”
said Anté with a helpful nod. “I know more of the Leaflings than
you. Perhaps I can help. You also mentioned an odd crow yesterday.
If you read that last parchment, perhaps it could make sense as
well.” Tolokah unfolded his last paper and again stared in utter
disbelief.

Beware to they…

That see the raven fall,

For few shall live to see the day

When trolls leave Leafling walls.

“How may I ever repay you, Anté,” spoke
Tolokah, “I could never have found this information without you.
Don’t you want to know the location?”

“I care not for the location, Tolokah,” he
said. “This is your prophesy, and not mine. I shall not hinder it.
A wizard will not mess with prophesy. Only harm will come of it. If
this prophesy is fulfilled, you will be able to repay me many times
over…but I shall not intervene. I shall not. Prophesy is prophesy,
with or without this wizard.”

After many hours of consultation, an
overwhelmed troll scampered from the halls of Stone Castle. As he
watched the troll tarry off into the forest, Anté the Old reveled
in his own brilliance. Quietly he spoke, “Go ahead, Master Troll,
fulfill your destiny…and fulfill mine!”

And the hollow halls of Stone Castle were
once again filled with hideous laughter.

 


 



Chapter 11

A light sprinkle of rain
began to fall on the rock-laden streets of Cobblestone. A
distant rumble of harsh thunder rolled through the evening sky, and
the foreboding worry of weather was mirrored by the rumble of angry
voices deep within the walls of Cobblestone Abbey. As the young
monk, Jon, listened carefully at the doors of the council hall,
loud arguing voices filled his head, and his inquisitive ears
wondered what in the world could cause such a ruckus. The rumbling
voices within the hall could not quite be made out by Jon, and he
longed to know…and help…the situation. Patiently, he waited.

Behind the doors of council hall, Father
Mathias and eight monks argued furiously about the impending danger
at Tal Kator.

With a pound of his fist, Father Finley
raised his voice, “The weight of the world is not ours to carry! We
have pressing issues here at home. I do not feel that nine old
monks can battle Tolokah the Terrible…much less the evils that can
be conjured by Anté. We cannot battle the resources of the old
wizard. His voice is strong…and is heard both near and far. Not
with the forces of man could we do this…and I do not think that any
of you are willing to trust mankind with the weight of the Shard …
not before … and not since.”

“Anté,” spoke Mathias, “is no wizard. He
is—one of us.”

“THAT VILE SOUL IS NO MONK,” shouted Finley,
“HE IS NO DESCENDANT! His words are poison! Have you heard that
retched voice, Father Mathias? Have you felt them delve your inner
soul? Have you stood by…trying to maintain your thoughts…while the
words of that deceitful soul make sense of madness! Few can endure
those conniving words, Mathias…and I ponder if any of our strong
souls can hold out. I care not to try. I vote we allow life to take
its course.”

“And I, Father Finley,” spoke Mathias
loudly, “vote that you remember the vows of our forefathers…the
vows that created the ring on your finger.”

“My ancestors,” growled Finley, “would not
jeopardize the wellness of the abbey…all on a whim of worry. My
vote is cast…and I shall not change it.”

Murmurs rolled through the room as a very
important group of men pondered the possible fate of another group
of Leafy individuals that housed a very important item…one capable
of changing some of mankind’s fate…forever.

* * *

After a number of hours had unfolded, Father
Mathias raised his voice in anger and stood from his seat. His
final words were just that…final. He cleared his throat to gain the
attention of the arguing monks, and then spoke.

“There is too much unrest in this group to
allow action. I call this meeting adjourned…and the monk
descendants of the great Literati’ will stand cowardly and
watch…and quite possibly wish we had gone forth. The majority has
spoken. Mind your oaths, FAIR Fathers … keep this secret … we are
adjourned.”

Father Mathias slammed his chair back
against the wall, and for the first time in his life, he stomped
away from a hall of amazed monks and made his way for the abbey
tower. The large doors of the council room slammed forward, nearly
toppling young Jon as he awaited orders just outside. He could tell
that Father Mathias was in no mood for questioning, so he simply
followed behind at a safe distance, listening for any hint of what
Mathias may wish. Mathias stopped short at the base of the stairs
and looked Jon square in the eye.

Jon nearly collapsed in fear…expecting the
Father to shout aloud. “Father!” he whispered. “What is it?”

Father Mathias was still shaking with anger.
He calmed himself enough to speak, “Listen closely.” He again
looked Jon square in the eye and calmly asked, “Of all the abbey
monks, who is it you trust most?”

Jon did not hesitate. He immediately
answered, “You Father…without question….you. What can I do?”

“Meet me in my quarters in one hour. Bring
food…but more importantly…bring a very important book from the
archive. Do you know of The Book of Lore?”

Jon nodded and spoke, “I copied it for
Father Haley, last year.”

“Bring it with you, my son. You must be
absolutely silent about this, do you understand?” Jon gave Mathias
a worried nod in agreement.

Father Mathias spoke one last sentence,
“…and…and one more thing, Jon. Bring your Bible. We may both need
it before the night is out.”

And somehow, one way or another, during a
long and troublesome argument, the oaths of nine monks were
broken…and rain fell in the streets of Cobblestone…and through the
treetops of the Deep Forest.

 


 



Chapter 12

If it wasn’t for the shear
volume of troll wine, Tolokah would not have slept a wink.
He managed to doze momentarily in between the loud claps of
thunder, but it wasn’t the weather that was keeping him awake. He
was still nearly beside himself with excited anticipation. Finally,
life was going to go the way of Tolokah the troll. After years of
unfair and misfortunate occurrences, the tide was finally about to
turn for this old troll…and of course, there was the very plausible
possibility of obtaining his most valuable desire … Meilan.

He hummed and sang and let his mind wander
to their inevitable future together. Soon, she would be his. After
all, how could she resist Tolokah with his hall of stone and
vibrant jeweled stone for her? Yes, sir…the time had come for
Tolokah the troll…no…Terrere’! Terrere’ the Terrible!

With the consoling aid and instruction of
Anté and his vast knowledge of ancient lore, Tolokah was indeed
ready to take prophesy by the horns. He was ready to take Tal Kator
by storm, and all the preparations lay scattered below his stone
bluff, just a few miles away from the peaceful home of the colony
of Leaflings and the falls of the Miraré. Raw excitement and troll
wine pulsated through his veins and his enormous body quivered with
anticipation. The time was near! Over and over he read the pages of
prophesy, and they gave him cold chills. Devil Troll came raging
forth! He chuckled to himself as he continued to read that
line, and he chanted “Nevermore” all through the night.

With a drunken slur in his voice, he spoke
to Meilan as he fell off to sleep. “Just a few more nights…my
lovely…my princess…your handsome prince is coming, my dear.” He
grumbled another phrase or two. “NEVERMORE! Ha! Ha! Nevermore,
nevermore.”

* * *

Meanwhile, miles across the Deep Forest, two
monks high in the abbey tower were in deep counsel. Jon’s young
ears had heard more about life this evening than ever before, and
his mind was becoming a little confused with all the deep concepts
written long ago by the hands of their very own predecessors.

Father Mathias was deeply troubled about
bringing young Jon into the equation. By oath, only the nine elders
may discuss official business within the walls of the abbey, and by
no means, was anyone EVER to discuss what was being shared with the
young lad tonight. Jon was clearly too young to truly understand
the importance of what had been written so long ago, but he
listened closely, none-the-less, to his friend and mentor, Father
Mathias. He would go to the ends of the earth for the old man, and
looked to do what ever it was that the monk had up his sleeve.

They covered the coming of the Leaflings, as
well as the importance of their secrecy. They discussed Tolokah,
and Anté, and of the Amethyst Stone. Many of the writings of Tolk
were discussed, as well.

Jon stood frightened, yet determined before
Mathias, ready and willing to follow through with the old monk’s
plan. Jon bowed to Mathias and spoke a few quiet words. “I will do
what my strength allows, Father. You have my word…and my
allegiance. Goodbye, Father.”

As the two knelt in prayer high in the abbey
tower, thunder rolled through the night sky, and rain did its best
to cleanse the hearts of monks of all ages.

* * *

In the few hours before the morning sunrise,
Jon tucked a hand-penned map into his chest pocket and made his way
through the wooded trails of the Deep Forest. He knew very little
of the forest and only used the shelter of darkness to help him
ease away from the abbey unseen. Soon, the morning sun would give
him light to follow Father Mathias’ map and help him navigate the
forest floor. He had never been where he was going, and he was not
sure of what to do upon arrival, but onward he sloshed through the
darkness and rain, hoping it would make sense when he got
there.

 


 



Chapter 13

Kimbli and Kikah had
volunteered again this early morning to gather worms for the
healing raven in the cave. By now, the raven was recovering nicely
and had taken up some exercise as part of his therapy. The little
Leaflings happily gathered worms for the bird and strangely…always
found some down near the old Apple.

“That’s where the larger worms hide,”
commented young Kikah to old Ducah…who seemed to understand the
importance of worm gathering near the tree. He would sometimes help
in the task, if it allowed an early access to his favorite
spot.

The worms were quite a challenge for little
Leaflings. Many were as large as the youngsters themselves, and
they looked as if they were men wrestling pythons in the Amazon.
The worms were a bit slimy, but the two could usually wrestle one
apiece back to the cave, and they tended to wait for two very close
together, so that one did not have to wrangle one while the other
hunted for his catch. It was a good task for energy-filled
youngsters early in the morning, while many other Leaflings enjoyed
a little longer rest. So after a short pause near the old Apple,
the two little ones continued to hunt the dewy morning grass for
slimy signs of worm trails.

Just as the two were about to pounce on two
very succulent worms, the worms quickly tugged their heads beneath
the surface, and shortly thereafter the two could feel the ground
shake in the distance.

Something didn’t seem right in the forest.
There was no sound of birds…no bouncing squirrels…no morning calm
that they had become accustomed to hearing. Something was
wrong.

Soon, breaking sticks and branches could be
heard, and a strong thump of raging footsteps rushed past them to
the far right…maybe thirty yards. A tall dark shadow gloomed over
the forest floor and a hideous grumbling laughter echoed through
the crisp morning air. Whatever was passing by was taking no pains
to be quiet, and the raging noise thundered through the otherwise
quiet forest. The two stood stone still and gazed frightfully at
the passing danger.

Ahead in the distance, the raspy calls of
Leafling sentinels filled the air. Spears were carted quickly from
the cave, and the ratcheting chatter of wooden gears sounded within
the cavern. Armies manned their posts, and a deafening hush fell
across the Miraré.

Tolokah the troll slowed his pace and
approached the colony with a huge smile and an obvious air of
excitement. He held his arms unfurled and slowly approached a very
surprised and frightened group of almost unknown leafy creatures.
The normal hush of the Leafling colony was not of any use here.
This assailant knew exactly where he was going and made no bones
about it. He knew of these Leafling “people” and stepped forward to
address them as if he had known them for decades. Tolokah was where
he needed to be, and he knew it beyond question. He stepped forward
with a smile and raised his voice as dozens of sharp spears
surrounded his enormous body.

“MY FRIENDS!” shouted Tolokah.

Tolokah was certain that with an address
like that, someone of importance would come forward to answer his
call. He stood smiling and chuckling to himself as he cast his gaze
over numerous Leaflings lying in wait near the confines of the
Miraré. He could catch a slight glimpse of hundreds of shining
little spears surrounding his giant shadow in the morning sun.
Again, he addressed his audience. “MY FRIENDS! COME FORTH … LET US
SPEAK!”

The forest floor rippled with waves, and the
greenery was getting much closer…to Tolokah’s approval. The vast
majority of Leaflings came forth to hear words spoken from foreign
lips for the first time in their history. They came in absolute
curiosity…to hear spoken words of another species. They came forth
in awe of what they saw. They came forth to hear enticing words
from the very last individual that they should have come forth to
trust. They came forth…to die.

Again, Tolokah spoke, “MY FRIENDS, COME
CLOSE!” With a conniving smile, he said, “I have brought for you a
gift. I shall forgive you for your distasteful welcoming upon my
last visit…I have prepared this for you in forgiveness of my
previous treatment. I offer it to you freely.”

The old troll was carrying a very large
leather flask. It was fairly triangular in shape…culminating in a
tiny little tube near the end. He offered it for view to the
Leaflings. “This, my friends, is what I have brought.”

The Leafling colony crept closer to gain a
better view of what the old troll held dangling from a leather
strap…heavily laden with weight. As he held it out for view, his
knowing smile became a hideous chuckle. He turned his enormous body
to the far left with calm and collected aim.

And then…with absolute hatred in his
heart…he squeezed the leather bag with all his might. His other
hand pinched the small outlet of the leather bag with deadly
precision. A fine spray of deep red liquid filled the air above the
Leaflings. As the droplets of red rain fell to the earth from
Tolokah’s bag, Leaflings began to fall to the ground in utterly
uncontrollable convulsions. In quivering dismay, Leaflings cried
and moaned in absolute pain. A deep burning sensation had taken
hold of their flailing limbs and of their conscious mind, and they
began to shake as their limbs absorbed a very, very potent
poisonous liquid. Their strong, yet very absorbent limbs, seized in
crippling shock. Their minds swam in drunken dismay. Gallons of
troll wine had been sprayed upon them…and their tender roots
absorbed every ounce…and there was absolutely nothing that they
could do about it. Most died immediately…but some lingered to die
minutes later.

One particular Leafling lay twitching
uncontrollably in the dew-covered soil. “Why?” asked the fading
voice of Tulas. “Why have you done this? We are a peaceful colony.
Why?”

“Why, you ask, my sentinel friend?” said
Tolokah, with a smile, “…because I can!” And with those words,
Tolokah the Terrible stomped the heal of his boot firmly into the
mud of the Miraré shore…with the body of Tulas the Knight pressed
beneath. As he lifted his muddy boot from the soil, Tolokah shook
his foot in full view in front of the others as if he was shaking
gum from his shoe. Fear entered the hearts of those poor Leaflings
doomed to die. It was not bad enough for them to simply die,
writhing in pain. They were forced to watch helplessly as their
leader was squashed into the ground, as their last few fading
moments of life escaped their grasp.

Many watched in horror at the painful deaths
of their close friends, writhing in pain along the shores of the
Miraré. They struggled toward the water’s edge to try to cleanse
their bodies of the painful red liquid.

Tolokah the Terrible effortlessly stepped
forward to gain his prize, deep within the confines of the cavern.
Two or three feeble spears bounced from his thick leather vest as
he pressed on.

He reached the entrance of the cave and
stuck the end of his wine flask beyond the edge of the falls and
sprayed. A few spears left the cave and stuck into the arm of
Tolokah. With a groan of pain, he jerked the tiny spears from his
arm and sprayed again. He then stepped fearlessly into the cave. As
his eyes adjusted to the dim purple light, he could see numerous
Leaflings wallowing on the floor of the cavern…rolling and moaning
in pain.

“Who’s next?” he shouted aloud.

___

Tolokah’s words were unanswered. He waited
patiently for a reply and moved forward toward the Amethyst Stone.
As his steps came closer to the Stone, a gust of air moved through
the darkness of the cave and a dark figure flew near Tolokah. The
sharp claw of Glock the raven pierced the right eye of the troll,
as he swatted in vain at the bird. With a cry of pain and anger,
Tolokah cursed aloud and held his hand against his eye.

He stepped closer to the Stone…trying to
gain proper sight in the darkness. His blurred vision hindered his
progress, but Tolokah still pressed on. His goal was now in sight.
No simple bird was going to hinder him now. His prize lay directly
before him on the raised stone pillar. The hint of morning sun
through the falls was reflecting in the purple stone as he extended
his arm to pick it up.

At that exact moment, a tiny click was heard
in the deep darkness of one of the tunnels. In a split second,
Tolokah felt a harsh thrust of pain as an enormous spear entered
his chest. The huge arrow from a giant mechanical crossbow had
pierced the heart of Terrere’ the terrible, and he fell backward
into the darkness of the cave as blood spewed from his gaping
wound. He tried to raise himself, but fell back, coughing blood
from his throat. Tolokah’s fingers twitched uncontrollably as he
tried to maintain focus.

One lone Leafling raced forth from the dark
tunnel. Old Azir gazed at the blood-soaked troll lying motionless
on the floor of the cave. The old mechanical crossbow had fulfilled
its purpose, after years of setting dusty in the dark tunnel of the
cave.

At that moment, another shocking occurrence
plagued the halls of the Miraré cavern. As the last few moments of
Tolokah’s life ticked down, a large dark figure stepped into the
cavern from outside. The footsteps of Anté approached the dying
troll. His dark eyes smiled down upon Tolokah with an evil chuckle.
“Fool of a troll!” laughed Anté. “Prophesy! Ha! There is no
prophesy, you pathetic rogue. The only thing predictable in Tal
Kator is you, fool troll. Dangle the mousy in front of the cat and
watch it scamper along. Tolk was not the only Literati’ scholar. I,
too, have written a line or two of verse, and the ink had not even
dried on your fine prophesy! Farewell, fool.”

Ante pulled a long dagger from the sheath at
his side and raised it high into the air. With a fierce downward
thrust, he rammed it deeply into Tolokah’s chest near the gaping
wound of the spear. “NEVERMORE!” he shouted with a laugh.

Tolokah’s chest heaved in agony. For the
last time, his mind again wandered to his beautiful Meilan. A
solitary tear fell from the cold cheek of the dying troll. He would
never touch her soft skin…never feel her long brunette hair…and his
lips would never meet those of hers. His life long dreams of a life
of happiness with her would not come to pass. And, in the purple
darkness of the Miraré cave, a long and dedicated infatuation of
Meilan, the troll, came to an end. As his last breath exhaled from
his body, and his mind drifted off to her, he sang his last two
words, “My Meilan,” and Tolokah Terrere’ the Terrible died.

Azir stared in frightened disbelief. He
picked up a spear from the pile in the floor and stood guard before
the rock pillar of the Shard of Amethyst. “Oh, please, Azir,” spoke
Anté with a scowl. “Put down your tiny spear. I shall be doing you
a favor. The old troll would have taken your home and your Shard.
And, for your long years of friendship, I shall let you keep
your home, and you can live here…for a while.”

With one swift kick, Anté leveled Azir to
the ground and against the rock wall. He picked the Shard from its
mantle. From beneath his cloak, Anté pulled a large clasp on a
golden necklace. It had been prepared many years ago by Anté in
preparation of this very moment.

He dropped the stone into its clasp and
slipped it back into place inside his cloak. He felt the warm
energy of the Shard radiating into his chest as it hung from its
chain, and he smiled with a deep satisfaction. “You should have
given it to me years ago, Azir,” spoke Anté. “I would have been
much easier on you…give my best to the family!”

With that, Anté strolled from beneath the
falls and into the cool morning air, leaving poor Azir to suffer
along side his fellow Leaflings.

Anté took a deep breath. The smell of troll
wine still lingered among the dead and dying Leaflings around the
Miraré. He was so smug and satisfied with himself, that he did not
notice the young monk and raven in the edge of the woods. With
absolute satisfaction, Anté raised his hands to the sky with a huge
smile and said, “THE SHARD IS MINE!”

“Not for long,” spoke a quiet voice in the
trees. The silence of Tal Kator was broken only by the quiet wisp
of a crossbow. The shaft of a speeding arrow left the bow of young
Jon the monk. With Antés arms still raised high to the sky, the
arrow pierced the deep green cloak covering the chest of Anté.

As fate would have it, the shaft of the
arrow centered the Shard of Amethyst still hanging from its chain
from the neck of Anté. As its sharp point touched the surface of
the Shard, the stone shattered into thousands of tiny dust-like
particles that pushed themselves into the chest of Anté. His body
jolted backward with extreme force, and landed amid a pile of dead
Leaflings. His mangled chest pumped blood across the ground and
down the banks into the waters of the Miraré. Within seconds, the
once-brilliant mind of one of the most intelligent descendants of
the Literati’ scholars lie dead in one of the most disgusting and
heart-breaking disasters to ever be witnessed in the woods of the
Deep Forest…and Tal Kator…cried tears of pain.

 


 



Chapter 14

Even before Anté had left
the cave; Azir had already begun dragging Leaflings into the
waters of the Miraré. As quickly as his old boughs could carry him,
he pulled and tugged Leaflings from the cavern into the water.

As he raced outside, he noticed the body of
Anté lying in a pile. The waters of the Miraré were stained with
the red tints of troll wine and Literati’ blood. Still, Azir
dragged Leaflings into the water. His limbs ached with
exhaustion.

When he came to the body of Tulas, he
collapsed into the soil in sorrow. “Tulas,” he cried, “my God,
Tulas!”

He pulled Tulas from the muddy soil and held
him closely. His body fell limply in his grasp. “My God, Tulas, not
you…not you, too, Tulas…not you…precious Lord, not you.”

Azir could move no more. His body gave out,
and his mind was grieved beyond words. He had given up every loved
one he had ever gotten close to, and this was the last straw.
Perhaps it was exhaustion. Perhaps it was his agonizing loss…but
Azir fell over as he held Tulas tightly in his arms…and his world
went black.

At that same moment, young Jon began doing
the same as Azir…tossing Leafling after Leafling into the fresh
waters of the Miraré. He raced the shores of the lake, gathering
Leaflings with every stride. He gently placed Azir and Tulas along
the shore, partially submerged, and continued his vigilance.

Glock the raven scoured the countryside in
search of others. It wasn’t long before he found two young
Leaflings racing toward the lake. He sailed down to meet them and
beckoned them to follow by leading them on. When they met Jon at
the pool, they stood stone still, having never been in contact with
man other than in mere passing in the forest, where both would
simply stand camouflaged and quiet, waiting for them to pass.

Jon shouted commands immediately, and given
the gravity of the situation, both began to help out, having little
choice to do otherwise.

As they dragged their limp Leafling friends
to the shoreline of the Miraré, they frantically called for their
Oris and searched the seemingly endless piles of dead Leaflings.
Despite their desperate calls, neither received a reply.

Amid the rubble, Kimbli finally came upon
the bodies of Tulas and Azir. As tears fell from his Leafling eyes,
he lifted the head of his Ori and called to him. “Ori…Ori…please
wake!”

After what seemed to be hours, but only
consisted of minutes, the head of Tulas the Knight raised slightly.
In poisoned dismay and confusion, he spoke the name “Kimbli”.

“Ori…Ori…don’t leave me…please! Please don’t
leave me.” Kimbli’s voice was desperate. “Please stay with me!”

The voice of Tulas was very weak. “Where…is
Azir?” His raspy voice was barely understandable.

“Ori!” spoke Kimbli through the tears,
“Azir…he…he…lies next to you.”

Tulas was drifting in and out of
consciousness. Again, he tried to speak, “Is…is…he…alive?”

“I don’t know, Ori…I don’t know. Please stay
with me, Ori. Please!” Kimbli’s head lowered to Tulas and he held
him in absolute fear of losing him forever. Tears poured from his
eyes as he begged to Tulas. “You cannot leave me. I love you so
much.”

The weak voice of Tulas the Knight somehow
raised above the whimpering cries of his own young. He spoke with
the utmost earnest and drew from the sources of his deepest
magnitude. The poor Leafling fought every ailing pain in his body.
“You must…save Azir.”

Kimbli turned his attention to Azir, lying
limply in the Miraré mud. He splashed water on his face, and called
his name aloud. The old one woke with a start, and slowly took in
his surroundings. When he fully came to consciousness, he
immediately rose and turned his attention to Tulas. “You must stay
with us…do not give up…do not give up!”

The old Leafling took matters into his own
hands and made a tough decision. He looked to Kimbli for help, who
was knelt down beside them in tears.

“Kimbli,” spoke Azir, “you must listen
closely. In a moment, you will see something you have never seen
before. Be strong. You must do as I say…for the love of Tulas…and
me…you must be strong.”

Kimbli was in an absolute state of shock.
The fear in his eyes even overshadowed the sorrow in his heart. He
looked to Azir for instruction.

Azir gave one more glance to Kimbli and
said, “Be strong…you must.”

Azir picked up the nearly lifeless hand of
his beloved student, Tulas. He held it close to his face. As tears
fell from his eyes, he murmured the words, “Forgive me”.

Azir took the arm of Tulas with a firm grip.
With all his might, he pressed his fingers into the bark of Tulas’
arm…and ripped the bark from it. As Kimbli stared in horror, Azir
turned his attention to his own arm…and did the same. A cry of pain
from Azir shook Kimbli to the core.

By now, Kimbli was crying in absolute shock.
He found himself fighting desperately to maintain consciousness,
staring at the gaping wounds in the arms of his Ori and Azir.

“KIMBLI!” shouted Azir, “FOCUS!”

Azir ignored the bitter pain in his arm and
wiped away tears. He picked up the torn arm of Tulas and pressed it
firmly against his own, and pressed tightly. He could feel the
poison flowing from Tulas and into himself. As Azir began to lose
consciousness, he spoke to Kimbli, “Grab our arms…GRAB THEM! You
must not let go…no matter what, Kimbli…do not let go…hold tightly.
It will take us days…hold tightly…” In a matter of minutes, Azir’s
mind again slipped into oblivion.

Every living Leafling in the colony was
summoned to help pull Tal Kator out of this madness. Some of the
affected Leaflings were beginning to come to from their poisoning.
Many suffered permanent damage, and most did not revive from the
ordeal at all. The entire area was a massive display of devastation
and death. Leafling bodies lay everywhere and the bodies of a troll
and man lie stiffened in the daytime sun.

Young Kikah was forced to bury his only true
relative…his Ori. The stench of death abounded and Tal Kator reeked
of sorrow and pain. In all essence, Tal Kator, itself, had died.
And with the help of what few beings were left alive, two young
Leaflings aged into adulthood, and began the long and
heart-breaking chore of burying the dead in a place that was once
so full of life.

 


 



Chapter 15

Father Mathias sat calmly
on a wooden pew on the stone balcony of the abbey tower.
More than two days had passed since Jon slipped away from the
abbey, and Mathias found his eyes searching the edge of the forest,
hoping his young counterpart would soon emerge from the leafy
canopy. His heart was heavy with the turmoil within the abbey
between the once-friendly monks that resided there. His attempt at
keeping peace in the forest…and in Cobblestone…had failed
miserably. It seemed that in an attempt to save Tal Kator…and quite
possibly Cobblestone…the old monk had only created anger and havoc,
and it did not sit well with him. He was a very spiritual man with
an open conscience, but this situation filled his heart with pangs
of guilt, and it weighed heavily on his mind. There was no peace in
this peace-keeping venture…at least none that could be seen in
these early stages by this old and solemn monk.

Mathias sat depressed and forlorn on the
balcony, as the streets of Cobblestone bustled with energy in this
warm sunny morning. Tree swallows circled in flight near the tower,
almost as if trying to cheer up the old monk. Hummingbirds sped
along, pausing long enough to delve the flowery outcroppings of the
abbey tower, but their playful antics did little this morning to
cheer the soul of Mathias the Elder Monk of Cobblestone Abbey.

Mathias began to doubt his decision to
include Jon in this ordeal. Jon had not heard of Antés dealings
with the Leaflings until that late-night meeting with Mathias in
the abbey tower. Jon had been amazed by the stories Mathias had
relayed to him. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined the
power of the Amethyst Stone. Its radiant power not only gave
strength to the Leaflings, but it was also the very life source
that allowed the Leaflings to exist. Quite simply, without that
stone, there would be no Leaflings…no life…in Tal Kator. The “life
from disaster” would cease to exist.

Anté had longed for the power of the Stone
his entire life, and had planned, for decades, ways around the
safeguards put in place by the Literati’ so many years ago.
Although he was a direct descendant of those early fathers, some of
the secrets and lore of that spiritual spot were kept quiet…even
among the elders.

Tolk had written numerous volumes of his
account of the early Leafling civilization, but much of the ancient
lore of what the other Literati’ knew went to the grave with the
old Monks that lived it. Much was now lost and even old Mathias
built much of his belief in Leafling lore around the nightly tales
woven by entertaining monks of all ages. There was certainly
uncertainty in the folklore of old, and Mathias had done his best
to sort fact from fiction.

“Why,” asked Jon, that night in the tower,
“would Anté want the Stone?”

Father Mathias remembered closing his eyes
in dread and speaking. “Imagine if that stone could bring life to
the Leaflings…to non-animated plants…think of what power it could
posses in the hands of Man. The all-knowing power of Anté could
take over the world. In theory, he might just live forever…and rule
with an iron fist and a natural hatred of his dealings with man.
The possibilities are endless. I do not know what Anté is capable
of…but no man should live forever…no man should know all. I fear
for the lives of the Leaflings…and of men.”

Mathias began thinking of alternate plans of
how to deal with Anté should the opportunity present itself. Anté
was a formidable foe without help. With the help of the Stone…and
possibly a giant Troll…there would be Hell to pay in Cobblestone.
Anté had dealt with the villagers of Cobblestone for decades…and
never forgot his dealings with the elders of the abbey. He was cast
out of the abbey before he had reached his thirtieth birthday, due
to his deceitful nature and conjuring ways. He brought turmoil and
discomfort to the halls of the abbey, and regardless of his
lineage, was pushed from the abbey and forced into the streets of
Cobblestone.

But Anté was not welcomed in the streets of
Cobblestone either. His shady dealings with the townsfolk had
gained him a reputation of a shyster…and he no longer had the
blessing or protection of the church. He was shunned and belittled,
and soon found himself living at the abandoned abbey of his ancient
forefathers called Stone Castle.

Most called it fate. A monk returning to an
age-old castle somehow fit to everyone’s fancy. All avoided his
frightful abode, and it allowed Anté countless hours of quiet
solitude in which to study. All of the ancient books of the old
abbey still lined the shelves of a once-elaborate library. Antés
eyes had devoured every page, and he still longed for more
learning. He was a bitter student of life…and carried a resentful,
yet resourceful air about him. He became a product of his
surroundings, and his surroundings became a product of him. This
perpetual motion pushed Anté into a pathetic downward spiral; and
it eventually left him in bitter dismay with a natural distaste for
most of mankind.

His shady deals continued, and most avoided
his fearful glare if at all possible. And as old age crept up on
Anté, he began to connive ways to gain the Amethyst Stone to
perpetuate his control over man…and maybe…attain eternal life. He
planned to take the stone by force…somehow…some way. It would just
take him a while to put the pieces in place.

Father Mathias’ mind was in deep thought
when a pair of flapping wings brought him back into the present.
With a start, Mathias focused his eyes on the shiny black body of
Glock. With the tilt of his head Glock spoke, “Glock bak”.

Mathias raced to the precipice edge where
Glock stood, waiting for his handful of food. He picked the old
bird from the wall and held him close. “I have missed you, my
friend,” he spoke, as his eyes swelled in tears. “I am glad you are
back.”

“Glock bak…Glock bak,” the old bird chanted
as he danced around over the surface of the rock wall.

“Where have you been?” spoke Mathias, “What
has happened…Where….” Mathias stopped short as he noticed a
yellowed note attached to the leg of the old bird. Mathias knew
immediately that if there was a note attached to the leg of this
particular bird, that the news would either be truly good…or
horrendously bad. He drew the bird forth and plucked the parchment
from his leg.

He took a deep breath, hoping for good news,
and slowly opened the tiny note from the raven’s leg. To Mathias’
dismay, the note read:

I have failed you Father

The Shard and most of the Leaflings are lost

Terrere’ and Anté are dead

All is lost

Jon

Tears fell on the ancient stone of the abbey
tower. Father Mathias held his head in his hands and prayed for the
lives of all that died. Even the troll received the blessings of
the old monk’s prayer. He gently spun the ring on his finger and
looked at it longingly as if for advice. For the first time in the
old monk’s life, he was at a complete loss. He had no thoughts to
convey…he had no offerings of hope…only dismay filled his heart,
and on the highest tower in the village of Cobblestone, Father
Mathias, the eldest elder among monks … descendant of the Literati’
of old…wept.

 


 



Chapter 16

Day two after the massacre
at Tal Kator was no less depressing than the first. There
were still several Leaflings to bury and the two enormous bodies of
Tolokah and Anté. Jon had unknowingly brought a small folding camp
shovel in his bag of gear. It helped immensely in the burial of the
tiny Leaflings, but the two larger bodies would require much more
attention.

Jon had prepared a large pile of wood to be
used as a bonfire. He had built a makeshift gurney to drag the
troll and Anté to the fireplace. After two hours of prying and
tugging, both bodies lay at rest atop an elevated structure of wood
and debris.

With a very heavy heart, Jon tapped his
pieces of flint toward the tiny pile of dried grass at the base of
the structure. Small puffs of smoke began to rise, and eventually,
the entire rack was ablaze. Jon said a few words for the deceased
and turned from the burning bodies of Tolokah and Anté. He turned
away and pressed on to help with the burial of the last few
Leaflings. Dark smoke rose from Tal Kator for the first time since
the coming of the meteor…so many ages before.

By now, Jon had come to know some of the
Leaflings by name, and the Leaflings accepted his humble generosity
with open arms. Their relationship would have been even more
special in better days, but, by and large, the first Leafling
relations with mankind since the dark ages went as smoothly as the
conditions would allow. With death and despair rearing its ugly
head in every corner of Tal Kator, Jon and the Leaflings got along
as well as could be expected. Although, they could easily
communicate, there was a bland sorrow that nearly disconnected
every living creature near the colony. Most plodded along in a
state of shock and disbelief…doing what they must to survive and
move on with what was left of their bleak looking lives. Tal Kator
was a ghost town of survivors, and all knew that their future was
uncertain at the very best. With two days of pain and despair
during the burials, still none had found time to truly mourn for
those closest to them.

As the last crumbles of dirt were scattered
over the last Leafling body, Kikah stood and walked away from most
of the burials. Though his limbs could barely move, he made his way
to the distant shore of the Miraré and collapsed at the foot of a
lone grave. Tears gushed from his young eyes and onto the grave of
his Ori. Exhaustion had taken its toll on the young one, and his
loss was as much as he could bear. He looked to the soil beside
this lone grave and nearly dug a hole of his own. As he stared in
total dismay, his best friend Kimbli stepped to his side and placed
his hand on his shoulder and spoke, “Let us go set by the pool and
do our best to nourish ourselves. Come, my friend.”

Kikah did not move. Quietly, he spoke, “What
is the use, Kimbli? Starving may be a quicker death. We will perish
without the Stone…you know this. I care not.”

“You must care, my friend. Your Ori did not
raise a quitter. Your Ori would be proud of what you have done…and
how you have helped the colony. You must care, Kikah. I need your
help. I cannot care for the others alone. All that is left is a few
old ones…and the sick and wounded. Please care Kikah. Please
care…and help me.”

Kimbli sat beside his friend and consoled
him as best he could. Kikah sobbed uncontrollably for quite some
time before allowing himself to leave the grave of his Ori. His
hand passed over the soft soil of the grave, and somehow, through
the tears, he quietly spoke, “I care, Ori…I care.”

He raised himself up from soil and gave
Kimbli an understanding nod. “I will try…let us rest by the water,
and maybe I can gather my senses. I do care Kimbli…I just feel
hopeless.”

The two wandered to the water’s edge and sat
down. They pushed their roots into the soil and did their best to
relax. At last Kikah spoke, “Tell me of Tulas and Azir.”

“Jon helped me bind their arms. I had no
idea what was happening when Azir pulled the bark from their limbs.
I’ve never seen anything like that in my life. Jon has helped me
come to terms with it. He says they have grafted many plants at the
abbey in Cobblestone. He had never seen anything like what Azir had
done, but he understood immediately what he was trying to do. I
guess I see what Azir was trying to accomplish…it was just very,
very disturbing. Hopefully, Azir’s body is strong enough to save
Ori. He had to absorb much of Ori’s poison in order to provide some
of his own healthy fluids. It was very selfless of him…I know he
loves him dearly, but it is frightening for me to watch them lying
motionless in the cave together. I miss them both so very
much.”

Kikah looked at Kimbli with swelling eyes.
“I know, my friend…I know.”

It wasn’t long before the heavy steps of Jon
walked toward the two Leaflings on the shore. He spoke as he
approached, “I need to talk with all of the survivors. I must see
the elder of the monks. I have done what I can, but my time is
short. Can you come to the cave?”

Both Leaflings nodded and walked to the
entrance of what was once the resting place of the Shard of
Amethyst. It now held the resting bodies of two very important
Leaflings within its halls, and no purple glare sparkled there
anymore.

As the two entered, Ducah gave Kimbli a
shake of his head to show that there had been no noticeable
improvement in the two bound Leaflings. With a nod of
understanding, Kimbli called to the other Leaflings within the
confines of the cave. They had all gathered for the speech of Jon,
and Kimbli counted heads as he came to rest at the feet of Azir and
Tulas. “I believe we are all here.”

“Amid your sorrow,” spoke Jon, as he
addressed the crowd, “you can all be proud. Your ancestors would be
proud, as well. You have persevered with the gritty determination
of no beings I have ever seen before. You have pressed forward with
strength and prowess. I commend you. But it is time I see my Elder.
It was he that sent me to your aid. I fear I came to late…but I
hope you can accept what I have done as the best and only option we
knew to undertake. There is much more to this story than most of
you know, but rest assured that we care deeply for Tal Kator…or my
Elder would not have sent me. I have no intention of leaving you in
your time of need, but I must seek counsel. He may not have gotten
word…and if he sees the dark smoke of the cremation, he will worry
all the more. I must go…and now. I have done what I can, and I will
return if possible. I make no promises…I only give my word that I
will do all within my power for you. I will send word with Glock,
if possible. I wish you luck…and strength. Farewell.”

Jon bowed and then left the darkness of the
Miraré cave, and the few remaining Leaflings of Tal Kator felt as
if their last ray of hope had just diminished.
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