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        “An ugly truth will not pass, a beautiful lie will surpass.”

        ~ The Quest for Light is a Journey into Darkness by Lucian de Lore
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            Test of Days

          

          The Season of Snow, Kingdom of the Seven Seasons, One thousand years after The Break of Days, Third year after King Thorn’s attempted assassination.

        

      

    

    
      “Seven steps to meet King Thorn,” says the guard.

      I greet him with a slight nod, but I say nothing.

      “One step a day,” he smirks. “That is if you survive that long.”

      I pretend the whirling blizzard behind me does not affect me. My legs struggle tremble to my aching muscles. I grit my teeth against the pain. My eyes stare right into the guard’s, but I still say nothing.

      “No man has ever made it past the third day,” his tone changes, as if conjuring sympathy for someone he loathes. “I’ve seen great warriors thrice your age, real men who had once conquered Lands Beyond Light, freeze to death, sometimes eaten by the wolves, right where you now stand.”

      In my mind, I’m the greatest warrior of both the Lands Beyond Light and the Lands beyond Darkness. But to the guard, I say nothing.

      “These men have all pretended to be strong. Misled by their egos, they ended up with stiffened limbs, unable to fight the White Wolves,” the guard preaches. “I’ve buried them myself. Their bones lay right under your feet.” he points his sword at the land covered in white snow as far as the eyes can’t see. “You just can’t see them buried under seven layers of snow.”

      In all truth, I can see a few bones sticking out like hands reaching out of a grave, pleading for mercy and resurrection. But I tell the guard nothing.

      “I stand here in the shades and comfort of the King’s castle, behind these iron gates,” he says. “The Magic of Eluria warms and protects the King’s castle. I have nothing to lose, nothing to fear. But you…” he shrugs, devastated by warriors dying in the process, aspiring to meet with King Thorn. “Look at you. A fine looking and strong young boy. Why would you risk your life?”

      I know why. I am not saying.

      “Stubborn youth,” the guard roars, pounding the gate with a large, heavy hand. He is twice my size. Twice my age. Twice my wisdom. And he knows it. However, he is oblivious to the fact that he only possesses half my will. “Do I have to repeat myself? No stranger enters the King’s castle until he earns each step towards the gate. Seven steps. A step every day,” I am standing seven steps away. My limbs are freezing under my cloak. “Each day you tolerate in this weather, you gain a step closer. You can’t tolerate seven days. No one did. No one does!”

      I know the King’s rule is a recent one. Three years ago, his brothers and sisters, Kings and Queens of the Seasons, attempted his assassination. Since then, Lurkers, the common people, have been denied the proximity of the King — unless they pass the Test of Days — also called the Steps of Days or the Seven Days Punishment.

      The test is nearly impossible. The King is only mocking and punishing poor Lurkers like me for conspiring with his enemies to kill him.

      The guard studies my face then sighs. White mist curls out with his breath, sticking back onto his long stiffened hair. He has the luxury to do this where he stands. If I open my mouth for too long and let the cold in, my throat will slowly freeze, and I will not be able to speak. “Suppose you can survive for seven days, you will still have to earn the King’s trust with another seven steps up the stairs to his throne,” the guard says. “Each step depends on you answering his questions and riddles. One wrong answer and your head will be decapitated.”

      I will not get my head cut off, but I say nothing.

      “Why would you want to see him so insistently?”

      Finally, a question I will answer…

      “I’ve killed the Giants,” I say. “The six of them.”

      The guard’s eyes widen. Dilated pupils of suspicion.  Now he says nothing.

      I say nothing back. I don’t like to repeat myself.

      
        He who needs to clarify his words has lost the meaning of what he has once said, a quote from the Book of Seven Seasons, Eight Years, and Nine Lives.

        

      “Have you lost your sanity?” the guard grunt. This time he is insulted. He draws out his sword to threaten me. His sword is a heavy one. Not made from iron or a particular element, but made of Thirteen Thousand Souls he killed in his life. A fierce and courageous warrior, once. I think he should have retired to the Seven Seas Beyond the Light after so many bloody battles. He would have been living a luxurious life in a castle with a hundred and one wives half his age. But he is too loyal to King Thorn, so much to fill such a humble position as guarding the gates of his castle.

      His name is Dragan Ol’eh’wrey. I know all about him.

      “I killed the seven members of the Giants as a gift for King Thorn Emondious,” I explain.

      I don’t reach for my sword in response to his angry invitation. I have three of them under my cloak. One is called the Wisdom of Silence. A rare sword. It kills so fast the victim has no time to ache or scream, but instantly dies in silence.

      I will not raise it.

      I have learned and acquired the Art of the Detachment of War. Anger and killing is a last resort. It’s a weak one. Cowardice, unless needed.

      I say, “I wish the King accepts my killing of the Giants as a gift.”

      Now I contradict myself, having offered a killing while I’m detached from war. A common paradox in a warrior's life. One that will never make sense or reason.

      “Let’s say I believe you,” Dragan says. “Why would you have killed them.”

      “As I said, a gift for the King, in favor of asking him to help my people.”

      “Lurkers?” Dragan laughs. “They will never be forgiven or granted favors. Besides, do you have proof you have killed the Giants?”

      “I have.” My words are set in stone. Challenging.

      The guard lowers his sword. His demeanor changes to the inquisitive warrior he has once been. No one dares such claims as mine unless they are true — or I’d be hanged immediately.

      “What kind of proof?”

      “I will only tell the King,” I say. Cold seeps through my mouth and into my throat. It aches. I show no pain.

      “You know that no man has ever been capable of killing the Giants, let alone the six of them,” Dragan approaches the closed gate, trying to get a better look at me. He is known for reading faces. In times of war, spoken words have little use. Reading a man’s face is a prejudice long practiced in the Seasons.

      I look back. He thinks he has seen the Devil of Death and Delirium. Though most of my face is draped with the hood of my cloak, I have a certain glimmer in my eyes. One that shows the darker colors of the things I’ve seen, but never shows what they are.

      “You don’t look like a liar to me,” he comments, still studying me from head to toe.

      “I am a Lurker. I was raised by a fine woman from where I live. She’d taught me that telling the truth is the shortest way to get what I want.” My teeth want to chatter, but I control my facial muscles. My jaw tenses, but the rest of my face remain impossible to read. “I will survive the Seven Days to meet the king.”

      Dragan pulls out a pipe, made of Argon Wood bound to an Elurian Magic spell. He summons a Helper, a man twice Dragan’s size, four times mine, and orders him to breathe into the pipe. The man breathes fire into it. Not much. Not like a dragon. But little more than enough to light it up.

      Dragan smirks, drags from his pipe. It’s how he has acquired his name, proudly smoking it over his enemy’s graves. A fine Tobacco, scented and nurtured, probably from the Land Amidst the Trees.

      He inhales, and dares my eyes with a challenge I do not understand.

      I want to shrug, but I don’t. I am curious, but I don’t ask.

      Dragan tells another Helper to open the gate.

      “It would be a waste of a damn story if I let you freeze here for seven days,” his voice reeks of deceit. “Whether you are lying or telling the truth, I shall want to know instead of watching you die at the gate. King Thorn loves a good story,” he laughs, mocks, and underestimates me. “He hasn’t heard a good story in a while.”

      “You are permitting me the pass without the test?” is the question I don’t ask.

      Dragan answers though. “If a man is capable of killing the The Six Giants, he surely has no problem killing my men and have his way through to the King.”

      “I don’t wish to kill anyone.”

      “You have no options, Lurker. Either you kill the Helpers to meet the King, or they kill you, and then we know — I know — you didn’t kill the The Six Giants.”

      I stare at the Helpers behind him. They look happy to slice my throat and feed me to the King’s Seven Crows.

      “And if you think you can run back into the blizzard now, the wolves will surely have you for dinner tonight,” he says. “How many swords do you have underneath that cloak of yours?”

      “Three,” I say. “Two of them bound by a Spell of No Words so I can use them like scissors.”

      “You plan to chop off the guards' heads?” he chuckles.

      “I don’t wish to fight anyone.”

      “Not fight, lad. Kill or be killed.”

      The gate is wide open now. The King’s guards are waiting for me. The whirling snow grows heavier against my back, as if it’s pushing me into the battle.

      I have no choice. I don’t like to argue. I pull my cloak open and show my three swords. The Helpers tense. It’s true my sword is made of only Seven Hundred Souls, but they are heavy souls, not like the weaker ones Dragan killed.

      “I will wait for you in the castle inside,” Dragan says. “If you kill them all, then you will meet the King. If not, you will meet your maker.”

      The Helpers laugh and growl at me, waiting for my first move.

      There are twenty-three of them, but I only see seven.

      Eight of them are cowards who will run once I chop off two heads. Two of them are weak I could kill them both with one stroke. Three are blood-related; they will be weakened by their blind anger once they see their relatives killed. Nothing is easier than taking the life of an angry warrior, momentarily stripped of his Skill of War. The last three aren’t warriors. They are Sleepers, meant to inform the King if I killed the rest. Each of the three takes a different route to tell the King, so whatever evil kills the others can’t hunt them all down at once.

      I pull out an hourglass. It is not filled with sand, but flurries of snow that never melts. It empties within seventy-seven breaths of a healthy young man. I will have killed them before that time.

      As I approach them, Dragan raises his hand and laughs from afar, “Who shall I say died at the King’s gate, foolish young man?”

      But his laugh doesn’t last long. It dims all of a sudden, eclipsed by the panic in his eyes when he sees I have already chopped off two heads.

      The blood on the blades of my swords has already warmed my body. The thirst for the kill has always triumphed over the cold. A thirst so hot it spread its warmth into my veins. A tabooed thirst I should not have enjoyed, but whenever it’s forced upon me, I do.

      Three more dead on the floor.

      Four more dead by the door.

      Nineteen will die and never more.

      “I don’t have a name,” I say, standing tall in front of Dragan. Rivers of blood pool all over the snow behind me. “I have no name, but my enemies call me Shadow.”
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            Warrior of Words

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand by the facade of the castle’s entrance, determined to enter. Every man around me is dead and silent. There is no need to detail my killing skills as I will recite most of them to the King when I meet him.

      I take a deep breath of warmer air beyond the gate. It’s been a mystery how the King of one of the coldest Seasons manipulated the weather inside the gates of his castle into a perpetual warmth.

      I don’t care to ask.

      I give the three messengers time to run to their King and tell him about the massacre. Always give time to your opponents when possible. Winning is not always about a fair fight, though I prefer it that way.

      My swords are still dripping the Helper’s blood. It’s wise for a warrior to wait until every last drop glides off his blade. Those are Honors of the War — if there is any honor in war.

      I wait.

      Had I been still outside in the cold, the blood would have stuck to my swords. The wolves would have smelled it, and I would have had to fight an animal I hate to kill.

      “Shadow!” Dragan summons me.

      I can't see him, and I wouldn’t answer his call until my swords drop every last man’s blood. It’s a disgrace to wipe a man’s blood from your blade as if he meant nothing. War is a necessity in my time, but it is shameful nonetheless to my people.

      “I urge you to step forward,” Dragan demands. He acts theatrical, pretending he is not distressed by the loss of his men. “The King awaits.”

      I listen to the echo in his voice. I listen to the last drop of blood falling from my swords. I kneel on one knee, turn around, facing those whose lives I have taken. I recite a prayer of delicate words, addressing the Samaritans of the Seven Seasons to forgive me for the killing, and honor the death of those I have killed.

      Lillypeck birds recite my prayer on the trees. Never have I heard a bird talk — though I’ve been told about them by my mother. What kind of magic has been cast in this place?

      Though warmer, snow still covers the ground before me. With every word I say, the white earth swallows the dead into its pit of perpetual cold. That is how a warrior is properly buried in the Seven Seasons.

      Pi’ath’oh’deh is the last word I speak in my prayer.

      I pull out a smaller blade from my belt and slice it across my left hand. A gesture of respect.

      
        A man who commits killing is a clueless man, for there must always be another way than spilling blood. But man is a primitive beast who has no comprehension of higher meanings of life, another quote I’ve read in the Books of Lost and Found and All Around by Tedorious Le Faustus IV.

        

      Pi’ath’oh’deh.

      Dragan summons me again.
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            The Five of Life

          

        

      

    

    
      “The king awaits. Walk past the dragons and do not fear!”

      I look for the dragons on my sides as I approach. Earlier, I have mistaken them for fortress walls built out of blackened stones, gathered and piled up through the years— Lavval, a precious stone from the Season of Silence.

      But I am wrong. Now I am walking among sleeping dragons on both sides. Their breath slightly stirs the ground underneath me, though they don’t seem to pose a threat. I have never seen anything like this.

      My boots echo on the marble floor as the dragon’s eyes flip open to inspect me. Pointed five-star eyes. I’ve read it’s called the Five of Life. A dragons eye is said to see beyond this life, into our afterlife.

      I breathed steadily and pretended I fear no such big and fiery beast.

      One of them spits a chunk of fire right before my feet. I stop with caution, showing my empty hands, palms upward. You can’t fight a dragon with a sword. There is only one way to kill a dragon. And that’s another story.

      “Don’t fear De’ra’oh’pah,” Dragan chuckles. His presence among dragons reeks of comfort and familiarity. Maybe I have underestimated the man.

      “She probably likes you,” he pats the spitting dragon.

      I want to smile, turn and look at the female dragon playing with fire. But I don’t, and I say nothing.

      Dragan ushers me to stand before an immense facade in the distance.

      Approaching, I see clearer now. Again, it’s not like anything I have ever seen or expected. I am standing before an enormous pyramid of lengthily steps leading up to the King's throne. Black stairs made of the Lavval stones. Dark but glinting, and hard as… well, the hardest stone in the Seasons.

      The King’s throne, atop of the stairs, looks too small from down here. I can see it glints in fiery silver and orange hues. The steps leading up are at a moderate slope. The King’s guards, armored with black steel stand in rows atop of each elongated step. The Steps of Days.

      Dragan said I could only cross each step if I answer the right question. From what I heard, that’s no exactly true. Legend has it that King Thorn will permit you to step closer if you entertain him, if you make him smile, and if you intrigue him. Which are in his book only synonym for ‘if he can trust you.’

      “Near the lowest step and kneel before the King,” Dragan says.

      I follow his instructions. I kneel but say nothing.

      
        He who speaks first is always eager to know. He who speaks second knows already from the Book of Unnecessary Tales and Ineffective Words by Serene the Speechless Saint.

        

      “I can have my dragons melt you to my royal floor for killing my guards.” The King says from far above.

      I can’t see his face, but he owns a powerful voice that echoes in the massive court hosting the stairs. His voice conveys no fear, but a lot of suspicions. A voice of a man who cannot sing, for its a thick in opinion and firm in beliefs. A voice suited for roaring and telling men what to do, telling women what not to do. I admire it, even though I should not. I’ve always admired power and confidence in a  man, even in my enemies.

      “The killing is the price I paid for the honor of meeting you,” I reply.

      “Sweet tongue, bitter kills.” He says.

      “I said my prayer and buried the Helpers in the snow outside.” I make my point. I needn’t say more.

      “A man of honor?” The King’s suspicion is imminent. How many men did he ever trust?

      I answer with a nod. Instead of speaking, I lay my three swords on the ground. A gesture of vulnerability.

      “Do you expect me to believe that you killed the Giants, the six of them?” His tone is of mockery, slight and subtle.

      I can’t blame him. The The Six Giants are the only men and women in the Seven Season who have killed many across the land. Very few men claim they scratched or wounded them. A man killed by the Seven Giant after a long fight has a statue of Lavval stone built in his honor wherever he is from, just for lasting a few moments more before getting killed.

      “I have proof,” I say.

      Dragan snickers.

      “It’s easier to lie than tell the truth.” The King’s says.

      His words are few. His thoughts speak louder. I image his face would be his weakness. The part that will give him away. Is that why you’re sitting all tall, all distant, up in in the solitude of your throne, my King?

      It’s hard to read man with no face, but I have been trained to read voices, patterns of speech, and words unsaid within languages that pretend to say anything.

      Still, this time I have to start the conversation. I remind myself that He who talks first has more to lose. But I have no choice. The King is smarter than I think.

      “Though you are not my land’s king,” I begin, twisting the conversation to my wishes. “And though you are my enemy’s king,” I can hear Dragan’s growl, the dragon’s snorts. “I have killed the Giants for you…” I stop, waiting for him to start speaking. My eyes roll up upward, trying to pierce through the guards, reaching for the King.

      “In exchange of?” He catches my bait. Curiosity is a deadly need. He who asks first knows so little.

      “In exchange for my land’s safety,” I squint at the silhouette sitting on his throne. “And enough salt and bread for seven years.”

      Dragan fires a protesting chuckle. Who would ask the enemy to provide food for his land?

      The King says nothing again. A man of power. I respect him even more. Many other kings who think anger and wrath are power.

      
        A king who knows the power of silence, silences those who oppose his presence on the throne from the Book of Thrones, Domes, and a city Called Rome by Enrico Ludivicus, the one and only.

        

      “Would you like me to show my proof?” I say, not minding to ask first.

      
        He who insinuates ideas to lead and mold the conversation his way is a man of cunningness and wisdom. There are no fixed rules in this world, bigger ideas have always been a result of a man’s inceptions of smaller questions from The Paradox of Life by Anonymous.

        

      “No,” the King surprises me. His tone is sly this time, as if he desires to play a game of thrones and words. “Not the kind of proof you have in mind.”

      I say nothing, but I want to ask much.

      “I assume you have the The Six Giants heads or fingers in your possession,” he continues. “or some similar proof.”

      I nod, though I have nothing. It’s the beauty of not speaking much. A nod implies either answers. I keep my chances open. He thinks it means yes.

      “That kind of proof isn’t enough these days. I will need my sorcerers to confirm its authenticity,” he explains. “A man’s head can be forged and bound by Elurian Magic to appear as someone else’s. It’s hard to believe what you see these days. I will demand another kind of proof.”

      He sinks into a long silence, waiting, testing if I would speak first. A battle of language and speech I believe only he and I understand.

      After all, I am a stranger daring enough to approach the King’s castle and claim I have killed the The Six Giants, men and women predicted to kill the King himself by a thousand-year-old prophecy — unless they’re killed by a fierce warrior called the Shadow.
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            Story and Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      In King Thorn’s eyes, I am both a threat and a treat. If I am lying, he would want to know why I lied. If I am telling the truth, he won't hesitate to grant my land all the wishes I ask for. It will mean that I have handed him the power to oppose a thousand-year-old-prophecy wrong.

      I wait, wondering what kind of proof he would ask of me.

      “The story,” he says. “Tell me the story of how you killed each one of them.”

      I squint and bite my lower lip. Something I never do.

      A cunning and wise man this King is. I assume he studies everything about his enemies through the years. He has known about the prophecy of his assassination since he was seven years old. I estimate his age to be of three hundred and eighty million five hundred and twenty thousand breaths old now. I heard he is a healthy man. A healthy man breathes around twenty-eight thousand eight hundred breaths a day. Multiply it by the days of a year then the numbers would add up to around thirty-six years.

      In the Seven Seasons, it’s not necessarily that two men of the same age have lived the same length of days. It is the quality of a man’s healthy breaths that measures the span of his life.

      “I’d tell you the story of how I’ve killed each one of them, if you reward me with advancing one step up with each tale,” I say, staring at the seven layers of guards. “Seven stories, seven steps.”

      “If I so believe you are telling the truth, yes,” he bargains with confidence. He is also delighted by the entertainment I will provided with every story. Telling stories to a bored king and having him decipher facts from fiction between the lines will be amusing. It’s always lonely atop of the throne. “Each story I believe is true will get you closer to my throne. If you finally do — and I highly doubt it — I will believe you and declare the The Six Giants dead. And I will grant you what you wish for your people, and more.”

      “But my King!” Dragan protests. “If he did kill the The Six Giants, word would have already spread in the Seven Seasons.”

      The King rubs his thick beard, considering Dragan’s plausible remark — that’s if I see clear enough from this far.

      “Their people must hide the kill,” I interrupt, rushing into an explanation. But then I remember that...

      
        He who offers to explain himself is mostly seen as a liar from the Book of Beautiful Lies by Timothy, the Teller of Truth.

        

      I should have waited, but I continue, “They know the undesired consequences of declaring their leader dead,” — He who digs a hole for himself, rarely stops falling in it — “Can you imagine the people of their Season knowing the prophecy isn’t true. Or that one man like me stood up against it and changed the course of history.”

      “Hmm,” the King sighs. “Though I am not persuaded, I still like you to tell me the stories,” — He who is bored will eventually pay the price of the longing for entertainment — “I would like you to begin with my brother, Rodmordt, ruler of the Season of Rain,” he demands. “You claim you have killed him.”

      “I did,” I say. “A relatively easy task,” I shrug. “But a long quarrel.”

      Dragan laughs, but the King seems to lean forward. “You realize I know everything about the The Six Giants,” the Kings says. “You realize I will know if you lie to me, or?”

      I nod. I bow my head. I have to. The The Six Giants destined to end the reign of King Thorn were his flesh and blood, brothers and sisters. He hated them. They hated him. He also loved them. They also loved him. The paradox of brotherhood. By killing them, I’ve both pleased and offended him at the same time. I understand his struggle between his natural love for his siblings and his eventual hate because of the prophecy.

      Here is the first story I tell King Thorn. A story that could both be a lie and a truth, for no one understands why I am here.
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            Alagor Rodmordt

          

          The Season of Rain, West of the Season of Snow, South of the Seas of Silence, Ruled by King Rodmordt.

        

      

    

    
      Alagor Rodmordt was a man of few words. Tall, beardless, and with long black hair, which he braided into stiffened locks in the act of rebelliousness fashion. No one else was allowed to braid their hair in his land.

      He only wore one outfit. Night and Day. In mirth and sorrow. A yellow robe. One piece. A fabric made with the wool of Per’uh’sia, in a land thousands of seasons afar.

      They had knitted his outfit with threads of gold, buttoned it with the most expensive Lavval stones. Precious and black with a light tinge of sunshine. The Per’uh’sia people had found a way to knit sun rays into a fabric,  giving it the bright yellow color to it, and a perpetual warmth against the cold rain. A task that took twenty thousand of their sunny days, and the lives of thousands of slaves who had to swallow sunshine and blow out strands of golden thread from their guts again. Dark magic that had not been known in the Seven Seasons.

      The outfit fitted Rodmordt’s body. A bit tightly, some would say. But he owned a fit figure and wore nothing underneath. Alagor Rodmordt was rumored to have had a body no God could have sculpted. Muscular, defined, and incredibly flexible.

      He never smiled. Never. But was expressive in many artistic gestures. In a land cursed by eternal grey rain that doomed it to eventually sink lower into the earth — a curse that would only be lifted by killing King Thorn, or the land was destined to sink into burial in a hundred and three years of Elurian Time — Rodmordt had an obsession with music.

      An unusual obsession, some would say.

      When it was a time of peace, he sent expeditions to faraway lands to collect all kinds of rare instruments. He learned how to play them, taught his people, and spent his time indulging in the beauty of the melody.

      Alagor Rodmordt was bound to the beautiful Ellianna of No Eyes. Bound was their term for marriage, for one was bound to never love another in the Season of Rain.

      Ellianna was blind.

      It was said that Rodmordt loved her for that. She couldn’t admire his body nor his beauty with the absence of her eyes. So she must love him for something beyond the mask of flesh, a term he used to explain matters of the heart.

      Rodmordt was eccentric, and like most men I killed, I admired him.
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            Blind Ellianna

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellianna was the first woman to have been taught to play music by Rodmordt. Each new instrument was his loving gift to her. She may have had no sight, but her hands were pulling the strings to his heart’s passion. Her breaths were blowpipes for his brain’s wisdom. All witnessed by the power of melody.

      Ellianna’s music enchanted the Season of Rain. Rodmordt built the highest tower for her. A tower where she played at the bottom near a well. Her music echoed to the majestic acoustic of Lavval stones, reflecting every note of her melodies in spiral waves, all the way up the opening at the end of the tower. The process amplified the music and made it audible for everyone within a day’s walk to hear.

      Rodmordt’s men filled the well with Womb Water every night. The water’s density, freshness, and height greatly affected the overall sound. The spiral walls and the resonance of water waves gave reason for the musical instruments to become alive. You would be out there in the Season, listening to Elliana’s strumming and think you have been lifted up to the moon. The melodies weren’t only notes, but invisible hands that touched you while you listened.

      Legend had it that birds heard her melodies and wept.

      When rain poured heavily in the Season, distorting the flow of melodies, muffling its sound, Rodmordt’s men had to light up the room at the bottom of the tower. Torches of fire were dug in the earth inside the room. Ellianna had to tolerate the heat and the foul smell of water sometimes. But it was all worth it.

      She continued producing magical melodies, strong enough to ring against the dropping of water from the skies. Even smarter, she sometimes manipulated the rain’s chaotic scatter into a rhythmic tempo, and blended it into her melodies.

      It was said that the universe faltered under Ellianna’s melodies and changed the course of weather in places outside of the Season of Rain.

      The locals said her music healed. Music had always healed in the Seven Season, all but in the territories it had been forbidden — I shall talk about this later in the Season of Silence.

      In every place in the realm, people produced a different kind of music than Ellianna’s, because no one ever played against the rain. But she did.

      With her long black hair, sticking to her cheeks and her body, she looked like a sorcerer. She had beautiful green eyes, complimenting her pale skin. Long thin fingers that gifted her with a peculiar strumming of strings. Long nails to play the Qui’tha’ra, an enchanting five-string instrument, she’d cherished the most.

      One day, Rodmordt’s troopers came back with an instrument no one had seen before. A huge thing where Ellianna had to sit on a chair and embrace it in her arms. She had to pick its long strings which were stretched against a curvy huge bone-like structure. The troopers said it was called a Harp. This one in particular, was the Harp of Hallows.

      The Harp was the hardest instrument to play, especially in the rain. But Ellianna mastered it, and fell in love with it. Not only did the instrument produce the sweetest of melodies, but it felt as if strumming another person’s heart. The very act of having to embrace it with her arms proposed such emotions.

      For hours, Ellianna would play the Harp. The people of the Season of Rain would dance, tapping their bare feet against the watery marble floor of the Terrace of Teardrops affront Rodmordt’s castle. They would clap their wet hands against the rain, barely producing a sound, and would sing words muffled by the dropping water from the sky.

      From afar, it seemed like a melancholic act. But it satisfied the souls and nourished the essence of beings. Rodmordt like to call it Pan’tho’mi’ma, referring to an act of silence he’d watched on the traveling circuses he used to attend as a child — and the way most people interacted in the Season of Silence. He used to attend them with his brother, King Thorn, long before the Break of Brothers happened.

      Rodmordt watched his people with pride. In a land where there was no sense in being outside all the time, let alone singing in the rain, his people didn’t care. It was the local’s protest against nature. The epiphany of man’s triumph against obstacles, and the beauty of men and women weaving their bodies to the waves of melodies.

      It was magic like no other. Not Dark Magic. Not White. Not grey like the color of rain. It was a colorless magic, one that needed no witnessing eyes. One that only needed a heart and good imagination.

      The magic had filled the air for years, all until King Thorn’s warriors raided the Season of Rain in hopes of killing Rodmordt, the man who was destined by laws of a prophecy to kill his own brother.
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      Blood didn’t mix with rain. Too much blood and the rain looked confusing to the eyes. Like a painting of gloomy prediction and foreshadowed morbidity, if that ever made sense. A lot of blood was shed in that war. So much that a man’s eyes would elude him to think the sky was raining red when it was only spattered in the air.

      Rodmordt’s people had not fought a great battle, for they had feeble souls, softened by the wetness of rain and the sentiments of music, not much the characteristic of warriors.

      Most of Rodmordt’s people died. And though he fought a great battle himself, he ended up escaping so to fulfill the prophecy one day and kill his tyrant brother king who ruthlessly rules the neighboring Season of Snow, the only Season that had access to the Binding Beads, a powerful magic that made him not only king of the Season of Snow, but all other Seasons combined.

      A few months later, Rodmordt and Ellianna returned to their remnant of a land. They re-built every brick and street, mended every soul, and encouraged the faithless to have faith in the prophecy.

      Within a few years, the Season of Rain grew much stronger.

      But this time, the feeling was different.

      
        A heart once torn is rarely capable of loving like it once did. Its beat would always be heavy and restless and slower than it used to be from Of Organs and Limbs: A study of anatomical humanity, not human anatomy by Rudolf Von Tier.

        

      Instead of music filling their lives, Rodmordt taught his men the Art of War. He taught them not to weave their bodies to the music, but to stand still and alert, strong and ready for their enemies.

      Rodmordt still never smiled. He rarely expressed himself either. His eyes grew dull, looking into nowheres - there isn’t one nowhere, but many; again, another story for another time.

      His jaw tensed, fixated on the day he would avenge his people. Rodmordt’s flexible body made him a unique warrior. He could maneuver stabs, and he could fight seven men at once. He didn’t even use a sword.

      He used a flexible long pole. It was made of Lavval iron. Seven million souls strong, but seven years flexible — a measurement I never understood.

      His weapon was of no match, though it had no razor-sharp end and wasn’t capable of stabbing.

      Rodmordt would weave his body like a belly dancer, jump high like no one else could, and duck until he was flat on the ground. No one was capable of killing him. Instead, he waved his pole, so its long end flipped like a snake’s tail, and then hit hard.

      Sometimes he could knock down a man with hit from his pole. Most of the times Rodmordt used the pole to misdirect his opponent’s strikes.

      Ellianna still loved music. The passion of her heart, and the substitute for the nothingness in her eyes. Though she was determined to face the enemy like Rodmordt, she still preferred the touch of sentiment the music brought. Rodmordt’s training and fighting against the constantly falling rain drove her crazy.

      She continued playing her music behind Rodmordt’s back, down in a dungeon dug a day’s walk beneath the earth — her Tower had been destroyed by King Thorn’s soldiers.

      Then Rodmordt faced a dilemma.

      His men, no matter how strong they grew, were still vulnerable. He needed an upper hand over his enemy. If all men were vulnerable, then there were no guarantees he’d win the war. He was advised to seek the Power of Magic of Eluria, which King Thorn used sparsely. It permitted him to control the weather in his castle, and even the dragons at his feet.

      No sorcerer was of use to Rodmordt. Whatever secrets his brother had laid his hands upon, were out of Rodmordt’s reach. He was told magic wasn’t possible where there was continues rain. Water diffused magic spells and interrupted the flow of its powers.

      Defeated again, Rodmordt sought Ellianna’s tender heart. She surprised him with a secret she had learned from playing her music. A magic like no other. A magic so powerful they would be almost immortal.
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      “It’s the Harp of Hallows,” Ellianna told Rodmordt.

      “What about it, love,” he said, staring at the huge curvy instrument in front of her.

      “It can conjure magic. A magic of two parts.”

      “I am listening.”

      “The first part was scribbled on a piece of leather I found inside,” — I will explain how she read it later — “It explains how certain melodies on the harp can ‘elevate a man’s mortality.’”

      “Elevate a man’s mortality? I don’t truly follow.”

      “It’s a song of obsolete notes. If I play it while you’re submerged in the rain’s water, the listener’s soul elevates by the Power of Do’reh’ma, one of the Seven Season’s Seven Creators.”

      “Elevate the soul?” Rodmordt liked the idea, but it was beyond his comprehension.

      “When the Seven Creators breathed life into us, they blessed our bodies and souls with life from the First Plane of Consciousness,” she elaborated. “When someone kills us, we die because no human had ever been taught how to elevate to the Second Plane of Consciousness. Remember ancient paintings that show a man’s soul elevate to the Heavens when he dies? That is the Second Plane of Consciousness”

      Rodmordt continued listening, skeptically. It sounded like the kind of magic he was looking for, but also didn’t quite believe in.

      “If a man is granted the Art of the Second Plane of Consciousness, which is called Ta’far, ordinary death cannot kill him.” She smiled with her blind eyes.

      “Are you sure?” Rodmordt squinted.

      She nodded, taking his hand in hers.

      “Does that mean we could be immortal?”

      “I think so,” she said. “if the Obsolete Song works.”

      “What do you mean by obsolete?”

      “It’s a musical expression, but I can simplify it. As you know, Melodies are made of Shouts. Some shouts are silent; some are audible,” she said. “Man knows of seven main Shouts and five Half-Shouts that compose any song in the world. All in all, twelve Shouts, repeated on different patterns, meaning they could be higher in pitch and lower.”

      Rodmordt nodded. He already knew that.

      “But this hasn’t been the case at all times,” she said. “Before the Seven Seasons, the world was simply one big land where seasons changed in the same place. You didn’t have to travel to another land to experience a certain season. And they were certainly not seven seasons. Only four.”

      “I have heard that from the older and wiser women in the village,” he agreed. “And?”

      “At those times, some tribes played hundreds of notes, not only twelve.”

      “That’s impossible. It’s not even applicable.”

      “They did,” she insisted. “They were talented enough to play a third note between each note we know of now. Even better, between the new notes, they were able to play a fourth. And so on.”

      “But even if that were true, I don’t think a man’s hearing would comprehend the small differences.”

      “Only a man who lives on the First Plane of Consciousness,” her blind eyes glittered. “Do you understand it now?”

      Rodmordt smiled. If it were true, it was magic like no other.

      “All I need is play the melody while you’re submerged in water for a few breaths,” she said. “Then your soul will elevate. The more I repeat it, the more you elevate. Up to the Second Plane of Consciousness.”

      “And then no one can kill me?” Rodmordt said.

      “As long as I play my music while you fight,” she said. “The levels aren’t an easy gift for a man like you who lived on the first plane for so long. Whenever you fight, or your army fights, my music can elevate your souls. As long as I do, no man can even stab any of you. They will always miss because they are stabbing on another Plane of Consciousness.”

      Rodmordt would have preferred if he didn't risk Ellianna’s mortality, as it meant she had to be present in the battlefield. But this was the first time he had encountered the kind of magic that countered his brother’s.

      “So let me guess the second part,” Rodmordt said. “You have to play alongside us when we fight.”

      Ellianna nodded, happy that she’d be part of the battle. “I play, you fight. The music elevates your souls, and your grit in the battle strengthens my music from the Harp of Hallows.”

      “Ellianna, my love,” Rodmordt held her dearly. “I think we’re ready to face the enemy.”
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      “You expect the King to believe that a blind woman read a note tucked in a Harp?” Dragan laughs at me again. “You’re making this story up.”

      Dragan’s words make sense. What I told them sounds like a lie. I say nothing.

      “I do believe him, Dragan,” King Thorn says. “The details he mentioned about my brother are true, and very few men know of them.”

      Dragan shrugs and lowers his head. I can see him from the corner of my eyes while staring up at the King.

      “But still,” King Thorn says to me. “How did a blind woman read the notes?”

      “They were written in Brai’oh’elle,” I say. “The language of the blind.”

      “Huh!” Dragan retorts.

      “It’s a language written in pinches and dots. A blind woman feels the letters with her hands — in her case, the musical notes,” I say. “That’s why it was written on leather.”

      “I know of such languages,” the King said. “Delight of the Dark, my wife’s fortune teller uses it, as she is also blind to all colors but black.”

      “The irony,” Dragan grits his teeth beside me.

      I don’t comment or laugh. The irony in the Seven Seas is a common motif. There is enough evidence of it when one realizes that each Season is different, and that some seasons like the Season of Words makes no sense at all.

      “But why haven’t you told me how Ellianna read the notes before I asked?” King Thorn demands.

      “When you tell a story, you tend to miss details,” I say. “It’s the nature of life. You can’t tell the same story twice.”

      “I agree. But that would leave room for concealed truth and inserted lies.”

      “Truth and Lies,” I nod. “They say our perception of life lies somewhere in between.”

      The King takes a moment to reflect. Words are the name of the game we play. Words have always been a liar’s best friend. Beautiful, interesting words can distract from the facts.

      “Well, everything you said about him is true so far,” King Thorn considers. “Only a man who has sneaked into the Season of Rain would know of such things. And even so, there are few things that you don’t seem to know about, Shadow.”

      “Like?”

      “No one knows how and why Rodmordt won each of his fights. Very few people know about the Elevation, which is an Elurian Magic I haven’t been able to acquire myself — or fully understand.”

      “So how did this Lurker kill a man with such a gift?” Dragan addresses his king, as he sizes me up from top to bottom.

      “A question,” the King says. “which demands an answer.”

      “I arranged for a Feud,” I answer them both. “Rodmordt was fond of Feuds, a meeting with a warrior who longed to challenge him. Few warriors dared to ask for it, as they knew they’d end up dead.”

      “And he just accepted?” the King is skeptic.

      “Of course not,” I say. “Rodmordt didn’t fight just anyone, though Ellianna’s magic had started to make him lust for more blood — the dark side of any magic. He lived in a simple house, not a castle like you. Not to say he owned no castle. He did, but never lived in it. Rodmordt demanded volunteer warriors to challenge him each day, so he strengthened his power of Elevation with Ellianna. He was preparing for you.”

      “And how did you persuade him to fight you?”

      “I asked what would make Rodmordt want to fight me. What would interest him in me? What would he consider a challenge?” I say. “I was told to get a sword of at least Ten Million Souls. That he’d would love to fight a man with such a powerful weapon.”

      “How did you get such a sword?”

      It is a sound question. Only legendary ruthless men owned such swords.

      “I sought to buy such a sword,” I say. “My mother helped with the price.”

      “Price?” Dragan scowls. “No warrior would sell his sword after so many kills.”

      “For twelve Falling Stars, they do.”

      “Falling stars?” King Thorn stretches the syllables of the words, as if he is moaning them.

      Dragan is as skeptic.

      “My mother knew a man in the Season of Sin, who  told her of a place where stars had fallen from the skies, and were most can be found buried deep in wells.”

      “Stars are too big to fall from the sky,” the King says “Though the legend of Falling Stars and them being used as currency in the Season of Sin is a well-known myth.”

      “It’s not a myth,” I say. “It’s true. I paid a man from Per’uh’sia twelve stars, which could be held in the palm of one’s hand, for a sword with Ten Million Souls.”

      “Shrinking stars, the size of a man’s hands,” Dragan scorns. “Nonsense and lies.”

      “True, Dragan,” the King says. “But I am willing to hear the rest of the lie — the story.”

      “Why so, my King?” Dragan has to ask. “What if it’s only lies.”

      The King smiles. For the first time, I could see the faint curves from this far — if I am not imagining this — his stare is directed my way. “Because what are stories but beautiful lies?”

      It is both a compliment and mockery. Trust and suspicion. The King plays the game, and loves it like I said before. Bored and restless, my story would either entertain or prove to be true.

      “The sword’s name was the Shade,” I say. “It had been used to kill Ten Million Souls in the War of Art where religious tribes massacred millions of artists for challenging the way the Seven Creators had made the world.”

      “A sad, ancient war,” the King says with respect. He isn’t just a man of science with the knowledge of stars, but also interested in arts. Never have I met a ruthless King of such education. “I was part of the army that was sent to kill the tribe when I was your age. Continue please.”

      “The sword had also been buried in Veruvian Sands for seven years, yielding to a stronger mold like nothing I had even seen.”

      “I only met one warrior with such a sword in my life,” the King notes. “So was that enough of a sword for Rodmordt accepting your Feud?”

      I nod.

      “How did you plan to kill a man who had the Power of Elevation?” the King says.

      “I wasn’t sure. It’s complicated. I had to meet him and see his powers for myself.”

      “None of the warriors I’ve ever sent survived. I’ve been vaguely told about his Elevate Power. Some of my spies have told me about watching him transcend to the sky, but no one ever understood how it happened.”

      “That’s because they didn’t understand the power of Ellianna’s obsolete melodies,” I say. “The music from the Harp does grant Rodmordt the power of the Planes of Consciousness. But it does also grant it to anyone else fighting him if the desired strength and will was present.”

      “Oh. Are you saying you manipulated Ellianna’s music…”

      “If I listened to the notes with an open mind and heart, and moved accordingly.”

      “A Dance of Swords?”

      “A dance of life and death,” I say. “Actually, my fight with Rodmordt was one of the most memorable. I must say the events that followed are far from predictable.”

      “Did you have any prior knowledge of music to know how to manipulate the energy of Ellianna’s song?”

      “No knowledge,” I said. “I dug deep into the earth, crawled on all four, risked death in underground tunnels and then sneaked closer to her every night and listened to the song over and over. At some point, I disguised as one of the men who provided her with the food. I listened to her until I memorized each note, felt each rise, and opened my heart to the parts when the melody ascended or descended.”

      “Clever,” the King says. “I will not ask about details of a man digging a hole that stretched a day’s walk deep into the earth, but I will ask about the Feud. What happened with Rodmordt?”

      I close my eyes.
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            Terrace of Teardrops

          

        

      

    

    
      The Feud took place at the Terrace of Teardrops, named after the thousands of women who’d cried, mourning their lost sons in the war against King Thorn. It’s said that the perpetual rain in this Season had thickened because of the perpetual of angels, crying in the seventh sky, but who knows.

      The Terrace was large enough to fit a small army of three hundred men or so. It had enormous columns at its four corners. The columns were so high they disappeared somewhere in the sky above. A shiny architecture of black Lavval stones.

      A series of smaller columns were built at intervals between each of the main ones in the corners. With the falling rain, they made the place looks like an ancient underwater city.

      The ground was made of black cobblestones, not Lavval, but something I had never seen before. It didn’t glitter. It sucked in the few sun rays slanting through the grey clouds above, and spit it back into tiny spots of golden fireflies, sprinkling their light here and there. The atmosphere was black and silver with the tiny gold of butterflies, and the semi-translucent rain created a dense layer of invisible curtains that made it harder to see through.

      Upon my arrival, Rodmordt had already been warming up, training with his fellow warriors, knocking them down one by one, but killing no one.

      Seeing him in this atmosphere, I wondered about his yellow outfit. It made him the easiest target in the terrace. I admired his vulnerability, his courage to stand out and fear no one. Why did I hide under my black cloak and not expose myself like him? I reminded myself that I had to figuratively remain a shadow  —  sometimes literally.

      The Terrace sank into silence once I arrived, all but the dribbling of rain. The warriors bowed their head in a gesture of respect. I bowed back. A mutual respect. They knew that asking for a Feud with Rodmordt was pure insanity, if not blunt suicide.

      Those honorable gestures made it harder for me to kill him.

      “Welcome…” Rodmordt bowed his head. “I am Alagor Rodmordt, ruler of the Season of Rain.”

      “Shadow,” I bowed back, my hands already gripping my sword. I didn't pull it out yet.

      Rodmordt straightened up and stared at me. He seemed to want to ask me about my name. Then… I think he changed his mind. Maybe, he recognized who I really was. Maybe he knew my real name — if I had one. Maybe he didn’t care.

      “A warrior needs to know what he is fighting for,” he said with a tone that strangely resonated through the pouring rain. No spit or spatter. No muffled syllables. Clarity in intent and speech. “So may I ask why you asked for the Feud?”

      “I am a warrior. I need to learn.” I said, all spatter and spit.

      “Eager enough you might die — probably will today?”

      I shrugged. I was talking to a man who had killed every opponent so far.

      “An ordinary man fights for his life, and maybe the life of his loved ones,” Rodmordt educated me. His tone was welcoming, though flat. He didn’t fear me. He didn’t look down on me. He had no prejudgment of who I was. “A warrior fights for a reason. Learning has to have a point.”

      “Why should a warrior have a reason?”

      “A warrior will end up doing horrifying things,” he explained. “He might end up killing a whole village with its women and, unfortunately, children. A warrior, no matter how righteous, is bound to regret his kills later in life. Is bound to eternal nightmares, so harsh that his death will be his salvation and redemption from his Memories of Madness. So unless he has a greater reason for his killings, he would end up with a severe sickness called ‘insanity.’”

      I knew about insanity. My father was insane. They called it Eh’luh’nai were I was raised. I just hadn’t known it to be the result of killing so many people in war. It had always been considered a possession of otherworldly demons that drove a man mad. I was grateful to have learned something as important as this from the man I came to kill.

      “So why did you ask for the Feud?” Rodmordt still sounded relaxed.

      “I’m afraid to greatly upset you if I told you.” I bowed my head, loosened my grip on the sword.

      Rodmordt smiled, like a father to a son. “You would upset my woman, Ellianna, more if you kill me,” he slowly pointed her direction. She was sitting still, eyes closed, hands resting on her Harp, ready to play. There was only me, her, and Rodmordt in the terrace now. “If you kill me.”

      That was when I caught the first glimpse of ego in his soul. If you kill me. The words painted faint smirk on his lips.  A suggestion of mockery. Sinful vanity.

      A warrior’s greatest weaknesses had always been his pride, vanity, and his ego. Those were glimpsed when he underestimated his enemy. Those little moments, if taken advantage of, would prove more than fruitful in killing him.

      “Your death is a price I will pay for your brother,” I said, imitating the same confidence he had exuded a few moments ago.

      Rodmordt said nothing. His powerful and calm posture didn’t change. But Ellianna’s hands betrayed her. A faint note on the Harp rang feebly against the rain. A high note, one that would send shivers to a weakened soul and alert a stronger one.

      I turned my head towards her. She had her blind eyes open now.

      “Why would you want to assist a ruthless man like my brother, Lurker?”

      I imbued his message. He called me Lurker to humiliate me. Or to remind me that I should have better favored him over his ruthless brother king. Where I came from, King Thorn was our greatest enemy. It made sense.

      “I have to,” I said. “And I have no choice.”

      Rodmordt said nothing. He was the first man to teach me the art of silence without knowing it.

      “We need salt and bread and shelter for the next seven years,” I said. “A great evil is said to attack our land.”

      “What kind of evil? Will your land be raided as mine has been?”

      “In my land, we fear no man. So if it were an army I would not have come to kill you in exchange for food.”

      “Then what kind of evil?”

      “An evil that can’t be fought back.”

      “A demon?”

      “Demons can be exorcised. A greater evil. It has no face. Has no army. Has no place. It crushes you to pieces and you will never be able to avenge.”

      Rodmordt thought about it. I wondered if he knew what it was. I wished he didn’t. It would have made him a smart man. A wise one. I kept admiring men like these. It compromised with my efficiency to kill them sometimes.

      “Ah,” he said with a nod. “Nature.”

      I nodded. Hated him, and hated myself. “An evil of nature; a plague that will damage all of our crops and most of our men. We need someone to take care of us. Your death, and the death of the rest of the the Six Giants, is the price I will offer him.”

      Rodmordt seemed to sympathize. Something in his eyes suggested that. I didn’t know what it was.

      “I wish I could offer your land something,” he said. “But we’re barely surviving on our own.”

      Now, I said nothing. Only our eyes met as the rain poured heavier. Warrior to warrior. Killer to killer in a world that sometimes made no sense. I came to kill a man I respected in favor of a man I detested, only to save my people from a curse made by gods whom both men worshipped. There was no right or wrong in this matter. There was no good and evil. There were only survival needs and selfish motives.

      This was life in the Seven Seasons.

      “I will ask you to draw your sword first,” he said. “I will not raise my sword against a man who kills to save his people.”

      He who draws first loses. He who attacks first is impulsive. He who starts a fire will eventually burn because he’ll be the nearest to it. So had my mother taught me.

      “I won’t,” I said, understanding the paradox of the situation.

      “You come and ask for a Feud and don’t have the courage to draw first?”

      “Not courage,” I said. “I respect you greatly, so…”

      “Don’t lie to me, Lurker,” Rodmordt said. “You know that he who draws first loses. You have been raised well. You have been taught.”

      I nodded, my eyes staring at the blurry floor by my legs.

      “Ellianna,” Rodmordt said.

      Ellianna began playing. Short notes, low and smooth. I knew what she was doing. She wasn’t playing the Obsolete Song yet, but a Song of Urges. The kind of melody that triggered a warrior’s need to draw his sword. The one warrior who weakens first, will draw.

      I had never practiced against such a song. I was vulnerable to the melody.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    








            Song of Urges

          

        

      

    

    
      The music from the Harp of Hallows touched me like a  ghost’s hand, transparently spiraling and weaving through the falling rain. Its melodies sunk into my existence and possessed my mind and altered my memory. I wasted a lot of strength resisting the temptation of pulling out my sword and waving my suppressed anger across the place.

      Such a great deal of strength.

      Every painful memory, every saddened feeling, and every suppressed emotion rose to the surface of my soul. So high I could feel them choking me. All of my hidden demons were about to reveal themselves.

      
        A warrior’s demons are both his pain and pleasure, his bliss and blood, his sin and sensibility from Poems of Dead Poets by the Sad Saint of the Season of Sacrifice.

        

      For a man who usually said nothing, I was almost out of control. I wanted to tell of one-thousand-and-one stories I had never confessed to anyone. I wanted to scream my childhood’s memories, spitting out words onto the tears falling from the sky. I wanted to slaughter someone to silence my pain. I wanted to indulge in sin and filth and injustice to suppress the real man hiding behind my eyes. My childhood memories swirled before my eyes, only blurred by a curtain of falling rain. Every bad thing that happened to me as a child showed through the spiky hair growing on the back of my neck.

      What kind of song was that? What kind of enchantment urged a man to expose his lust for destroying the world? Did songs like these drive a warrior to his dismay?

      Ellianna poked a few more notes, and it became harder to resist the Urge. It hurt inside my head. It hurt inside my heart. It hurt to be alive.

      I was about to give in and lose before the Feud had even begun.

      Looking at Rodmordt, he seemed saddened by my weakness. I tried not to show it, but my swelling veins and stiffened limbs gave it away. He seemed utterly disappointed with the warrior who asked to challenge him.

      Later in the years, I understood why. A great warrior, no matter how many he had killed, always wished to meet his match… his rival… and then kill him too. A sacred need for those who have triumphed with their powers. A need for more. Powers were an addiction greater than O’peh’eye, a devilish plant known in the Seasons. An addiction greater than a man’s lust for beautiful women.

      All I could do now, my only weapon against Ellianna’s notes, was to keep my hands off my sword and say nothing.

      He who draws his sword first loses. He who draws first is angry. He who draws first means harm and doesn't deserve to live in the Season of Rain.

      That was the whole point. Ellianna and Rodmordt knew it. Once I gave in, I would have lost my will against a man who was almost invincible. I needed to find a way out. I needed to keep my calm and mysterious warrior manner. I needed to stop them from seeing through me.

      But I realized how weak I was that day. I realized why Rodmordt was one of the greatest warriors, and I was nothing but a Shadow.
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            Wrath of Rodmordt

          

        

      

    

    
      “What happened then?” King Thorn asks.

      Though I prefer not to answer, I am obliged to reply. “I bowed my head to Rodmordt’s power and walked away with all the shame in the world stuffed in my throat.”

      “I knew it,” King Thorn gulps from what looks like a heavy cup that glitters in gold from this far. I think it’s shaped after a boot — a tribute to the boots he collected of the men he once killed. “I knew you couldn’t kill Rodmordt,” he lowers his cup and loses his sudden enthusiasm. “Sadly, no one can,” his strong voice frays like a thread of false hopes.

      Next to me, Dragan sympathizes with the King. He seems to want to say something but holds back. As much as he hates me, deep inside he wishes I have truly killed Rodmordt so his King would live longer and the prophecy would be proven false.

      People’s minds change so fast. One moment they love you, the next they hate you. A man only seeks satisfaction from the misery of others.

      “Shall I order the Lurker hanged, my King?” Dragan offers with bitter joy.

      “Not before he explains why he lied to me,” King Thorn demands.

      Again, I am obliged to answer and explain myself. Not because I am afraid, but because the story doesn’t end here. Far from it.

      “I didn’t lie,” I say. “I only told you that I walked away that day, defeated without a wound or a sword waved at me.”

      “And what kind of warrior gives in so easily?” King Thorn says.

      “A warrior who understands his limits,” I say. “I knew if I had been forced to draw my sword first I would have eventually lost.”

      “You keep repeating that,” Dragan spits out. “Who in the name of the Seven Seasons and the Seven Seas told you that he who draws first loses?”

      “My mother,” I turn to face Dragan. I want him to see it in my eyes, how much I respect my stepmother whom I only refer to as my mother. “Everything she ever told  me always ended being  true.”

      “Nonsense,” Dragan protests. “I have drawn my sword first so many times, and I have always won.”

      “You don’t know that, Dragan,” I say.

      “What do you mean by that?” Insult flushes out in red hues on his pale face.

      “A man starts a war and kills many, sits on the throne of the land he conquers, thinking he won and triumphed over his enemy, only to realize years later that he had just lost when his enemy’s returning grandson stabs him in the back,” I say in one breath, but with little effort. I have learned the Art of Breathing the right way a long time ago. “He who draws first, eventually loses.”

      Dragan doesn’t swallow my saying, but my words worry him.

      “Are you suggesting you withdrew from the Feud to find a way to force Rodmordt to draw first later?” King Thorn asks. His voice brightens up.

      “Yes,” I turn to face him.

      The King leans forward in his throne, as if wanting to study my face from afar, as if wanting to authenticate my claim. “How do you force a calm and confident man like Rodmordt to draw first?”

      My answer is manipulative, not straight, but will lead to conclusion later, “The Seven Seasons.”

      “What about them?” The King shows signs of surprise. The talking deviated to a subject he suspects has no relation to what he wants to know.

      “It’s said that the Seven Seasons have been inspired by the Seven Sins.”

      “Nonsense!” Dragan says.

      “Hold it, Dragan,” the King says, still gazing my way. “It’s an ancient myth. Tremendously debated though.”

      “I would like to believe it’s true,” I say.

      “Even so,” the King is impatient. “How does that answer my question. How do you force a man as calm as Rodmordt to draw first?”

      “The Season of Rain is said to have been cursed with perpetual water from the sky for a reason—” I say.

      “How does this answer my question—” King Thorn raises his voice.

      “The Seven Creators are said to have wanted to cleanse this Season from its eternal sin—” I continue.

      “This is not answering my question—” King Thorn’s voice is wrapped in anger.

      “The eternal sin was—”

      “Answer my question, Lurker,” the King stands up, annoyed by my challenge.

      “The sin was—”

      “Answer or I will order you killed…”

      “Wrath,” I say with a slight hint of a smirk on my face.

      King Thorn freezes. The fist he was about to clench loosens. The tense shoulders flatten. His face takes a journey from wrinkled anger to slow, reluctant, and unexpected appreciation of a smile. “What did you say, Shadow?”

      “Wrath. Anger. One of the Seven Sins,” I say. “The sin which used to label the Season of Rain, long before you or Rodmordt have been born. The sin the Creators wanted to cleanse, once and for all. Thus they cursed the Season with perpetual rain. Rain that continuously washed wrath from people’s heart. And the Creators were successful, so much that Rodmordt failed to raise a strong army of people soaked into the delicacy of water for years.”

      “Wrath.” The King sits down, leans back, slowly closing his eyes. “You’re a devil in disguise, Shadow.”

      I say nothing, but it’s not hard to imagine the devil ever being a shadow. Every man’s shadow. I remember my mother but then close my eyes briefly to avert from remembering my childhood.

      “Wrath,” I say. “Only wrath drives a man mad.” I open my eyes.

      Even that far, I saw King Thorn smile after opening his eyes. “Tell me,” he said. “How did you provoke my brother when I never succeeded at it?”

      “I am not proud of what I did,” I say. “It was a necessity. War is a grey spot in the heart of man. A black wound in mine.”

      “Tell me,” the King is curious. “Tell me about the grey lines you crossed to anger Rodmordt.”
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            Mile of Melodies

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt defeated and ashamed…

      The first thing I did after leaving the Terrace of Teardrops was to travel to Meroothamaria, a realm near the Season of Words. Realms in the Seven Seasons were places where people lived without a sovereign or a king. Scattered between the Seasons, they lived on their own, devoid of politics or the need for others, though they usually were loyal to one of the Seasons in secret — in that case, their loyalty went for the Season of Words.

      In Meroothamaria men and women wrote music and books and poetry, day and night. Their realm was divided into neighborhoods, the Mile of Melodies, the Way of Words, and Pain of Poets.

      My destination was to the Mile of Melodies, where men didn’t talk with words but with melodies of a flute. Peaceful people who liked to laugh and dance to the rhythms of uncertainty, and detested the Words of Certainty.

      It took me a few days before they trusted me, as they didn’t welcome Lurkers. I offered good intentions with a gift I had brought for them on the way. A Singing Bone, which I had bought from an old merchant on the shores of the Land Beyond the Light.

      This specific Singing Bone was said to possess the ability to expose a killer’s identity if buried next to the victim’s corpse for seven days. People in Meroothamaria had experienced a recent death they could not explain. So they accepted my present and buried it next to the dead woman’s grave.

      Seven days later they dug the grave up. A Man of Wisdom played the flute then submerged it in a bowl of milk on a full moon’s night, then pulled it out again.

      They set the Singing Bone on the table, and it began to sing by itself.

      To me, it was only melody I heard. But to them, the melodies meant words, just the same way they talked to each other each day. The melody told them who the killer was.

      Now that they trusted me, they talked to me in words I could finally understand and asked me what I wanted.

      I asked them about Ellianna’s Song of Urges, and if there was a way to defeat or manipulate it. They said no man could hide his demons from such a song. They said that I was weaker, so I was destined to lose. That I could never kill Rodmordt.

      That night I slept in their Realm, watching their seven moons shining next to each other. I listened to the Meroothamarians talk to their moons with their flutes, wondering if I should spend my life with them.

      I imagined forgetting about my people and surrendering to the peaceful nature of such a land. I contemplated this thought all night, but, like dreams, it didn’t last long enough.

      The next morning, I knew what I needed to do. I needed them to teach me how to play the Harp. Not just that. I asked them to teach me to play an Obsolete Song, one that no man outside Meroothamaria had ever heard before.

      And they did.

      It took me two years to learn it.
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            Only Child

          

        

      

    

    
      King Thorn waves his hand. I obey and stop my narration. It’s not quite clear to me, but I think he isn’t even staring my way. He has abruptly demanded my sudden silence. Not a good sign.

      I shrug briefly then collect myself, saying nothing of course. I am curious. I am worried. I need to know. But he who…

      “Your narration troubles me, Shadow,” the King announces.

      “Why so?”

      “Many issues. For one, you use expressions I have never heard anyone say before — and I’ve met many people in my time.”

      “Expressions?”

      “Like when you say giving in.”

      I struggle not to shrug again.

      “Not a common expression in the Seven Seasons, though it does clarify a state of surrendering to a circumstance. Where did you learn it?”

      “I do not remember,” I should have claimed I learned it from my stepmother, but I missed the opportunity, wanting to answer right away.

      “How so?”

      “Not all books are remembered,” I say.

      “So you claim your unusual phrases were influenced by books you read?”

      “A possible suggestion. One does not always remember the origin of the quote in their head.”

      “And you don’t recall which book?”

      “Most books leave an impression. Sometimes they carve a precious quote on the inner walls of our memories, like ancient messages on the inside of a cave. Even though we don’t always remember their titles or author’s name.”

      The King is silent. He is suspicious. Our mutual quietness is a battle of wills. It’s like a game of stones or cards. Neither of us wants to show his true nature until the final confrontation. Until the moment of truth. He knows I seek ascendance of the Steps of Days. I know he is dying to affirm his enemies have been killed.

      “Understandable,” he finally says, though I do feel he doesn’t understand. He isn’t persuaded, but he is possessed by the need to know. A man, or woman, who is legs-deep into the muddled pages of a book, can hardly look up, think about something else, and would overlook storylines he does not understand. They would even overlook misspellings and grammatical issues. That’s when a storyteller realizes they’re under his spell. That’s the preferred moment to tell the perfect lie. “Though it’s hard to believe a well-read warrior like you, forgets.”

      “A warrior forgets. He must. For instance, he has to forget about his battles in particular, or his restless mind will never permit him to sleep.”

      “True,” he chuckles, probably because I changed the subject. A warrior’s need to forget a battle doesn’t necessarily explain why I forgot the name of a book I quoted. But he is in too deep. My story has him wrapped within a carcass of spiderwebs. “Tell me, Shadow. Why does a warrior like you read?”

      A question I didn’t expect. It may seem like an ordinary question to anyone, but it’s personal to me. “I read to kill time.”

      An answer he didn’t expect. “I find it hard to believe,” he says. “I think you read because you’re curious. You want to learn. You want to know.”

      “I do, but it started with me killing time—”

      “Even so,” he interrupts, not for the sake of interruption, but to have silence on his side. He needs to stop me feeding his mind. An interruption helps him think, like a warrior in a battle, one who needs a moment to think, to reflect, and to contemplate when there is so much going on all around. Then he asks a question that confirms my fears, “Have you been raised alone, Shadow?”

      My gritted teeth are iron bars over my window of a mouth, keeping my words jailed inside.

      “You have,” he says. A sense of victory sweetens his tone of voice. “In fact, I think you’re an only child.”

      My gritted teeth are iron bars, unable to handle the pressure and weight of the moment. Of my memories.

      “And you said you were raised by a mother. No father?” It’s not a question. It’s a statement of a man who now reads into me. Imagine a reader reading the author’s mind. It excites him but deters from the joy of reading. If the reader knows the author’s next move, what is the point of a book? If King Thorn knows who I am, what I am, why I am here, he will kill me.

      “I imagine she isn’t your real mother,” he will not stop. “Your family is dead, I think. Killed as a child? In battle? In war? Oh,” he snaps two fingers in the air. His guards stand alert. “You have never seen them.”

      The bars of iron are about to break from the weight of the moment. I part my teeth — or I will lose them. “I’m an orphan, yes.”

      “Ha!” Dragan interfers. “It explains why you read so much. Lonely child. Only child. Orphan. Lurker. Nothing worse than that.”

      A man without a traceable family is an outcast in the Seven Seasons. No one respects a man with no roots. A man they can’t judge. A man who could secretly be a stranger from another land or Season. A spy. Even worse, a bastard son. A man who is not a man, but a shadow.
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            Battle of Silence

          

        

      

    

    
      What I consider an epiphany, reveals itself as my darkest hour.

      Just when I think I have the King in the palm of my hands, ready to mold in every which way I want, he reads through me, enough to expose my past.

      I breathe with a parted mouth, but the muscles around my lips remain tense. A pain surges through my neck. The effort to conceal my feelings is greater than I have expected. In the court’s eyes, I am lower than a low-life Lurker now. I remember my mother telling me about orphans being hunted and buried alive in the Season of Sacrifice.

      Surprisingly, it’s the King who lifts the weight off my shoulder.

      “Orphan or not,” he says. “I can only admire your knowledge.”

      “Thank you.” I bow my head with gratitude.

      “Which brings me to my next concern.”

      I say nothing.

      “Your storytelling amused me in the beginning,” he says. “Flowery words, a few metaphors, great attention to details, and a lot of intriguing situations and characters.”

      I nod.

      “All until you began the part where you visited the Mile of Melodies.”

      I squint. Tilt my head.

      “Do you know what you did wrong, Shadow?”

      “Not sure.”

      “You started telling, not showing. In the art of storytelling, which you seem to have quite mastered, a storyteller will show his story with words and details. A poor storyteller, only tells.”

      “I know.”

      “But you’ve been mostly telling me things, events, and things said. You skip details, whole scenes I want to explore. I want descriptions. I want to see with my mind’s eye the things you saw.”

      “And that concerns you?”

      King Thorn leans forward. I can see it now. My eyes got used to his figure’s movements from such a distance. I wish I could see his face though. “A man who tells a story and not show it, has one intention on his mind. Can you guess what?”

      I know, but I keep it to myself, my eyes staring back at the King.

      “A man who only tells a story is usually lying,” he says. “If I tell you I took a swim in the ocean today and fought a great whale and killed it, without mentioning the ocean’s name, the whale’s breed or color, without expressing how I felt, then I’d be telling a story, not showing it. It means I am lying. Because the devil is in—”

      “The details.”

      “Exactly. So do you have an explanation why you skipped the details, or should I feed you to my dragons?”

      I answer right away. Sometimes it’s wiser to break the rules and talk.

      “Time is running out, my King,” I say, using the my King phrase for the first time. “I could bore you with the details, but I have seven stories to tell. I assumed you only cared for enough details to know my words are real, not so much to bore you with the geography of the Mile of Melodies or its most cherished traditions. I could bore you if you so would like.”

      The King leans back. Another battle of silence.

      He says nothing.

      I say nothing back.

      We need each other, like the hero and villain of any story, one cannot be without the other, except we don’t know who is who yet.

      The King holds longer onto his silence. I am self-conscious, listening to the beating of my heart.

      “Let’s hear it then,” he signals for me to continue.
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            Warrior’s Shadow

          

        

      

    

    
      Learning to play the Harp softened my warrior’s heart a little. Not that it was my intention, but it helped me understand the delicacy of a musician. I learned they were cut from a different cloth, not one bit as cruel as a warrior. A knowledge I cherished and respected.

      Eventually, I returned to the Season of Rain.

      Once I rode back, I realized why the people of the season needed Ellianna’s music. Such a gloomy land with its perpetual rain and morbid cold needed some release. Salvation or redemption, if I may say. What better than the melodies of a Harp to enchant people forever buried in the rain?

      One day, I caught Ellianna practicing her Harp outside in the fields. My presence insinuated fear at first — I didn't know how she recognized me, my odor maybe? She thought I came for revenge, so I strummed a few notes on my Harp as a gesture of peace.

      “You play music?” she said, her blind eyes moist with fascination.

      “Thanks to you,” I said.

      “To me?”

      “Since that day I lost the battle to the strum of your melodies, I’ve become obsessed with the power of music,” I said. “I have been learning how to play for some time.”

      “Ah,” she sighed. “Who knew that the heart of a warrior would melt for the melodies of a lonely Harp?”

      She still didn’t quite trust me though.

      “Would you care if I played something?” I said.

      “Please do. Any song you have in mind?”

      “Actually, yes. A rare melody I have been taught.”

      “Rare?” she laughed, her hands shielding her mouth. “I think I have played all melodies, so none of them are rare to me.”

      “This one I have learned in Meroothamaria.”

      “Oh,” she sounded mesmerized. “You changed from a warrior to an artist, and traveled that far?”

      “Like I said. You changed my life.”

      Ellianna blushed. I wondered if she knew how beautiful she was.

      “Please play your rare melody.”

      Once I did, she looked in my direction. Though she couldn’t see my face, I saw she looked hypnotized. Never had she listened to such melodies.

      She listened all afternoon.

      By sunset, she begged me to teach her how to play that song. I did.

      Teaching Ellianna to play melodies on an instrument that needed embracing, neared our bodies closer. I sat behind her and gently held her hands and pointed them to the notes on her harp. I could smell her scent and was aroused by it. But it was her fascination with me that mattered.

      It’s hard to explain how a warrior’s feeling about a woman he likes. On the surface, all you would see in his is lust for the flesh. For why would a warrior look for more than that in a woman? I am a man who will never settle. I will never call somewhere home. I’ll either hunt and kill someone, or escape those who seek vengeance.

      Still, underneath it all, a warrior’s exterior of seeking lust is driven by his deeply suppressed longing for love. His longing to feel and touch and even shed precious tears. Something he will never be able to do.

      Love for me was a sin. Not because I was religiously fanatic, but because I didn’t deserve it. I was a killer. There were no two ways about it.

      That night, I made sure to elevate Ellianna’s emotions with my rare melodies. She finally loosened up and stopped resisting my charms. The moon shone full in the sky. With each note she strummed, we grew closer to each other. The warmth of our bodies touched over and over again.

      First, it was the hands and fingers, then my chest to her soft back, then my chin to her neck as she played, and then…

      It was inevitable.

      The beautiful Ellianna ended up in my bed, enchanted by irresistible melodies that I had been learning for two years.

      I have to admit it was a night like no other. Making love to her was like swimming in a river hung up in the sky. A beautiful melancholy that truly changed me as a man. Ellianna wasn’t deliberately cheating on Rodmordt. She was under my music’s spell.

      Being with her could have melted my warrior’s heart, but I didn’t succumb to this feeling. If she had used the magic of melodies to defeat me in Rodmordt’s favor, I used her same poison — or enchantment — to force him to eventually draw first.

      At dawn, I went to wash my face in the river. There I glimpsed my reflection. I had hardly ever reminded myself of my looks. In my mind, the way I looked was how someone looked back at me. I could see who I was in their eyes.

      The reflection in the water wasn’t definitive enough to show my features. As usual, all that the water gave back was the silhouette of my shadow.

      That was when I realized that bedding Ellianna had a darker side to it. Not only was it meant to anger Rodmordt and weaken him in the next battle, but it satisfied the darker side of my shadow. Sleeping with her was taking something from him. Something precious. A trophy of war.

      Warriors, however strong and resilient, never cease to have one of two weak spots you could poke — sometimes both. The first was their children, which Rodmordt didn’t have. The second was their loved ones, which Rodmordt had and I took advantage of.

      Call me good. Call me evil. In the end, I’m the Shadow.

      The next morning, after I left Ellianna, Rodmordt smelled my scent on her. My work there was done. Not only did he draw first, but, in a moment of wrath, he asked for the second Feud himself.
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            Lucian’s Third Law

          

        

      

    

    
      “What kind of man are you?” King Thorn says.

      He is both pleased and disgusted by me. A great conflict like so many in our lives. He must have been pleased by my deceitful tactics and determination, and disgusted by my immoral behavior towards his brother’s woman. As much as the King wanted his brother dead, he was keen not to disgrace him. They were the same blood after all.

      Like I said, a compelling yet unreasonable paradox of life. To hate and love someone at the same time.

      “I am not proud of myself,” I say.

      “You should hang yourself,” Dragan says. “And I thought you were a man of honor, burying the guards and praying for them?”

      “I promised my people I would save them. I needed Rodmordt to draw first.” I could add a few words of sentiment, asking for forgiveness, or to be understood, or even forgiven. But I don’t.

      
        War is a grey spot in a man’s heart, and the things he’d do to win it are unimaginable.

        

      “You’ve surprised me,” the King says. “In a million years, I wouldn’t have imagined hearing such a story.”

      “You believe him?” Dragan says. “He is a liar, trying to impress us with his stories so you’d be able to give his people salt and bread, and also shelter them from the evil coming upon their land,” his voice is hoarse, a staccato of bitter syllables, scattered like tiny wounds all over a sick man’s tongue. “From what I heard about her, I doubt Ellianna would have slept with him.”

      “You have a way to prove him a liar?” the King asked Dragan.

      “Let me send a messenger to investigate the Season of Rain,” Dragan offers. “If he sees Rodmordt alive then the Lurker is lying.”

      “How long will it take him to get there?” the King says.

      “Three days.”

      “I’ll know if Shadow is a liar or not much earlier. But still, send the messenger.”

      Dragan smirks, happy to kill me anytime the King wishes. I don’t react. The feud between the King and his brothers is working in my favor. None of the brothers — and the Seasons they rule — want the King to know anything about them. It is more than likely that his messenger will be captured as a spy and tortured to death.

      “So Rodmordt was angered upon knowing that Ellianna spent a night with you,” the King says. “And it forced him to ask you for another Feud himself, drawing his sword first?”

      “His pole,” I correct him. “He had no choice. I scratched his pride.”

      “I wonder why he didn’t just hunt you down and hang you from the highest towers in the Season of Rain,” the King remarks.

      “Rodmordt is an honorable man,” I say. “He would not kill a man, let alone a warrior, without a fair fight.”

      “And you, were you an honorable man?”

      “As honorable as a—” I bow my head with shame. “warrior can be.”

      “I know. I know,” the King puffs. “And Ellianna? Did Rodmordt forgive her.”

      “I wouldn’t know about that, but that’s when the Bound of Love came in my favor.”

      “Ah, in the Season of Rain a man and woman do not marry, they are bound,” he contemplates. “So he could not hate her. He had to love her forever — and live with it.”

      “Whether he did or not, he needed her in the Feud to play the music that would elevate his soul.”

      “Hmm. Another conflict. How about this Elevation melody? How were you planning to win? It’s one thing that a man who draws first probably loses, and another to use cunningness and tactics.”

      “The melody elevated Rodmordt’s soul, up to the Second Plane of Consciousness. Ellianna had perfected the melodies over time — meaning I had to elevate with him if I wanted to ensure that I kill him with my advantage of his first draw of the sword.”

      “Don’t you think that would have been impossible? Killing a man who has his soul elevated while you don’t, drawing first or not?”

      “I told you about memorizing the melody. I knew every piece of it by heart at the time. Also, when I learned how to play the Harp myself, I gained more power. I am not talking about the Song of Urges. Rodmordt was going to draw first anyway. I’m talking about the Obsolete Song of Elevation. My soul was ready from studying the Harp. I could use part of the power myself.”

      “Confusing, but interesting,” the King says. “So it would have benefited Rodmordt if he’d spent the two years learning music instead of training with his pole.”

      “Rodmordt would have benefited more if he’d not been an honorable man and just killed this Lurker,” Dragan says.

      “Tell me about the fight,” King Thorn says.

      “I will. But first, I should tell you about the night before the Feud. The night of preparation.”

      “Hadn’t you already been prepared with such an advantage of not having to draw your sword first, let alone your knowledge of music and Harps?”

      His question bothers me somehow. He also contradicts himself, as he has earlier mentioned that drawing first does not guarantee my win. A great warrior knows that nothing is guaranteed in war. Plans and prophecies, even the Science of War, are never set in stone. Having Rodmordt draw first is one advantage. That is all. Rodmordt could have been taught better. He might have found a Magical Antidote for my accomplishments. Enemies don’t just wait for your to pick yourself from the ashes. While you have been planning, they have been planning too.

      I remind myself of a quote from the Book of Factual Necessities Beyond a Warrior’s Belief, written by Lucian de Lore. Lucian is a Lurker like me, raised outside the Seven Seasons. Lurkers come from the valleys and villages in between where no Season dominates. We call them Lands, not Realms, since Realms are a place of magic. Lands are just barren, magic-less, a gutter of rugged realities.

      Some Lurkers come from Land Beyond the Light, named after the fact that since we rarely have houses for shelter, we are always exposed to the light of the sun and moon, day or night. Land Beyond the Dark is the place were Lurkers are darker rebels without causes against all forms of life. Lucian and I come from that place.

      I tell the King about Lucian’s Third Law. He is familiar with it. The quote is:

      
        A magic, or law, exerted on an opponent demands an equal reaction in response and magnitude. However, there is no evidence that reactions have to be opposing and directed to ‘he who drew first.’ The Seasons demand balance in every way, but do not demand justice in particular.

        

      “Again, complicated but true,” King Thorn says. “I can myself confirm the Third Law’s authenticity from my experience in the battlefield. Life is a great paradox, a surprising one at times. You can train all you want for a fight and lose due to the faintest and unexpected circumstances. Even when your opponent is forced to draw first. However, I must disagree with Lucian’s part about the balance in the world,” the King notes. “I don’t think the universe demands balance, at least not in the Seven Seasons. I see the universe as random and messed up, giving only way to the cunning and calculated — and sometime lucky ones.”

      “I disagree,” I say. “But I’d rather continue my story about the night of preparation.”

      “Ah,” he says. “The night you decided you needed to secure your win by doing what exactly?”

      I hesitate for a moment then say, “Doing what I have learned as an orphan by mother years ago.”
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            Well of Willows

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, I remembered my mother locking me up in the bottom of a tower for seven days. A tower with an opening in the ceiling. The ceiling seemed so far away. The opening looked like an eye to the sky. The sky rarely showed a star or bird, for the opening was too narrow to catch one. Still, I could tell night from day.

      The opening was my only hope against suicide at the bottom of the well.

      I wouldn't blame you if Ellianna’s tower came to mind. In many ways, we were alike, except that I wasn’t blind. I was blessed with light in my eyes.

      My tower had been a well in the past. One that Lurkers used to drink from. One with a peculiar history I learned about years later.

      I spent my childhood in that well. They called it the Well of Willows. There was no way out. Even if I had sought one, I’d have been killed without mercy. My mother had the well guarded by a beast. It circled the perimeter night and day.

      Shei’tuh’rah was the beast’s name. A huge snake-like reptile that killed by slithering through any of a man’s openings then ate him from inside out. It lived in the sand and above ground. I was imprisoned for childhood.

      It was a small beast though. Not like Dragowrath or a Gorlove. Still, its cruel and inhumane killing methods stopped me from contemplating an escape.

      A Lurker should be capable of surviving a week without water, my mother had taught me. She wanted to strengthen my tolerance for thirst. Test my patience. Raise a warrior, not just a man.

      Some people said six days were guaranteed for survival. The seventh had always been debatable. All in all, I was blessed with being abnormally capable of tolerating thirst. To a limit, of course.

      One other reason why I never tried to escape was my trust in my mother’s love for me. I was sure that sooner or later she would pull me out, that there was some wisdom behind her doing.

      That she had a reason I’d understand when I am older.

      I spent the seven days noticing my shadow on the circular walls. When the sun was up, I would twist to the left and the right, stand on my hands or curl my body. In some instances I chased it, but soon I understood how stupid I was. For a boy named Shadow, I was fascinated with my own. I was fascinated by the fact that I could never catch it. That it manipulated my perception. That it took my form but wasn’t me. It was just different.

      If I twisted my fingers and hands in certain ways, part of my shadow would look like a chicken or an Elyphant. With the right adjustment it looked much smaller than I really was. Sometimes bigger. That’s when I realized what a shadow was. What I was.

      A shadow was a matter of perception. It was circumstantial. Never confined to one form or length. It was also neglected at times, lazily waving upon a wall behind a man’s existence. It was formless, taking shapes of boxes and disappearing into holes in the ground. Sometimes scary, sometimes fun. The craziest thing about shadows was that it was always there. Is always there.

      You could argue that it disappeared when the sun was straight up, or at noon, but trust me, it’s always there.

      Shadows were rebels, outlaws to society. A shadow answered to no one but paid its dues to light. Only light. Whether from fire or sun or a midnight moon. Funny how the darkness of a shadow was born from the womb of light.

      I loved the shadow. I loved myself. You couldn’t catch it but it was real. It belonged to me. Without me, it wouldn’t exist.

      What would you call a shadow’s shadow?

      However fascinating, it had one utter weakness: the Dark. Why did my shadow escape when it was dark?

      Only when it was dark, I began to worry about the Shei’tuh’rah crawling back into the hole, trying to kill me.

      In the sunlight, I would see if it decided to crawl inside. But in the dark… well… I was helpless. So was my shadow, because it seemed to die in the absence of light — though I knew it was always there somehow, unseen but present.

      This was the first time I realized that a man’s shadow is relatively on the good side. The dark was evil; the shadow couldn’t stand it, but it blossomed and danced in the sunlight.

      In the midst of the seventh day, my mother pulled me out. She didn’t say a word. I was thirsty. There was a table next to her with glass half-full with water. I didn’t even think twice and ran for it.

      “Shadow,” my mother called. I stopped before the table. “Only a warrior who broadens his vision, wins the fight.”

      I was too young to understand, or even have such patience. I still reached for the glass of water, but she stopped me again, repeating her words. “Only a warrior who broadens his vision, wins the fight.”

      Frustrated, I looked up from the glass, just to satisfy her so she would permit me drinking the water.

      In that moment, I realized there was another well nearby, right behind her. It wasn’t close though. About a hundred strides away.

      I ran to it. My mother didn’t stop me.

      I drank so much I thought I would grow fat like older men in our village, who did nothing but complain about the unfairness of life. Then lying on my back, I actually vomited some of the water out. I had drank to excess. Moments later, I retired back to my mother and asked her what this was all about.

      “I told you to look away from the glass,” she said. “and that’s when you saw the well.”

      “That wasn’t exactly telling me,” I protested. “Besides, you could have let me drink the water in the glass first, anyways.”

      “Really?” she pulled the glass up and made me look it. It was dirty water, yellow like pee, and filled with very small worms.

      “Oh,” I learned my lesson. “Worms.” I said, irritated.

      “No, not worms,” she said. “Those are baby Shei’tuh’rahs.”

      She took me back to the well again, so I’d continue learning the ways of a warrior. The well had only been a lesson. One of many. I wasn’t ready to leave it yet.
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            Lucian de Lore

          

        

      

    

    
      On preparation night, I knew my mother’s lesson would help me defeat Rodmordt. In reality, this wasn’t a feud about swords and tactics. It wasn’t even about music and the Magic of Elevation. Not quite exactly about who draws first. It was about patience. About noticing of the things outside the frame of my vision and comprehension.

      To reach that level of perception I had to revisit a study of rituals in one of my mother’s favorite books.

      I spent the night reading The Quest for Light is a Journey into Darkness by Lucian de Lore. I should have read through it earlier, but I guess it was my ego that stopped me from doing it. The book was long and winding and mostly confusing. Only there was one suggestion in its latter chapters. An unusual way to open the mind’s eye for a better perception.

      I read it, understood it, and knew what I needed to do next.

      Closing the book, I stood up and stepped outside, walked in the heavy rain and dug a grave for myself.
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            Grave of Gravity

          

        

      

    

    
      “You dug your own grave?” King Thorn says.

      I answer him:

      
        A warrior with enough wisdom would dig his own grave nearby his sleeping bed, to remember, to contemplate, to reflect and to strengthen his faith.

        

      “From Lucian’s book,” King Thorn says. “Even though a Lurker, I’ve always admired his books.”

      King Thorn still surprises me. A well-read King is a devious one. A devious King is somewhat egoless. Egoless warriors tend to win wars, for they see things the way they are, not the way their egos sees them.

      “You’re such a mystery, Shadow,” King Thorn sighs. “Half of your words seem like utter lies. Half of the half are utter lies. Half of the half of the half are fast-paced with no room for comprehension or reflection. Half of those are stories you could have spared but insist on telling, as they deduce from the meaning and the rhythm of storytelling. Even half of those are complicated theories like this Elevation thing, which I truly do not comprehend. Listening to you is a pleasure. Fully understanding is a pain.”

      “A book’s true joy is the second read around,” I argue. “A good book, I suppose.”

      “So if you tell me the story all over again, I will truly grasp it?”

      “If I tell you the story again, it will not be the same.”

      “True. It will probably verge on the edge of lying.”

      “That’s if my original isn’t a lie in the first place.” I am mocking him, subtly.

      He laughs. It’s half a laugh, to be precise. A laugh he killed halfway to save grace and not look vulnerable to my sarcastic comment.

      “Does a lie of a lie become truth?” He says in his testing voice. He knows what he is doing. It’s like twisting an arm. Twist a little and the twisted victim holds his breath against exposing his secrets. Twist again and he might tell the truth. Only be sure you don’t twist hard enough or the twisted will die and you will never know his secrets. King Thorn is twisting the words.

      “A lie of a lie is a lie,” the syllables of the words I speak are without emotion. Ah - lie - of - a - lie – is - a - lie. Each syllable is almost the same length. The same pitch. The same rhythm. The same color.

      A lie must be told in monotone so the listener can’t read between the lines from the Book of a Million Pieces by the Honest Whore of the Season of Sin.

      “A lie of a lie is an even better lie,” he doesn’t stop challenging me. What is he implying? “If I tell you I’ve fought a whale in the sea this morning and won, that’s a lie. If I perfect it into a better lie where I tell you the name of whale, how I felt killing it, and add a side character to the story. I believe I’ve explained this earlier.”

      “So a lie of a lie is storytelling?”

      “Fiction,” he says. A short answer.

      
        Talk slow, talk low, and say too little. Your opponents will be forced to fill in the rest from the Game of Games by the Matador of Myths.

        

      “You asked for details,” I say. My voice is out of touch. He has me under his spell. I need to return to my story. My safe and calculated sentences. I can’t lose my focus. “I am telling you all I can. I could have just skipped to the end and told you how I killed Rodmordt.”

      “Hmm…” he says.

      And though I can’t see the smirk on his face, I can now hear it in his voice. That little shiver, ever so slight in tone. That laugh, not with lips, or eyes, but with subtle change in the pitch of his voice. Things I have learned from playing the Harp.

      
        A sad Harpist would string a note into misery, while a happy one would string the same notes into mirth. A debatable theory, but one that ‘rings’ true from the Book of Music, Monsters, and Mankind by Various Artists.

        

      In truth, I am not sure I know why the King wants to hear the stories. The King is aloof and keen on playing with words. Or am I paranoid, reading too much into his actions?

      A deep breath calms me down and buries the words I am about to confess back into the deep well of my gut. Which reminds me that I don’t often confess my secrets to myself. A secret is no secret if a Keeper of Secrets remembers it often.

      
        A secret is a corpse dug in a grave. It’s not wise to visit it too often to make sure it’s still buried. Doing so will the result in the corpse’s resurrection. A secret should fray and melt and wither with time. It should fade into black so much that one day it becomes hidden, even from yourself from Conjured Lies, Concealed Truths by Ah’bay’cay’dah the First.

        

      The King does not say more. I interrupt the trouble of silence with telling the rest of my story.
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            Meditate the Madness

          

        

      

    

    
      In my grave, I closed my eyes.

      Following the instructions from The Quest for Light is a Journey into Darkness by Lucian de Lore, I let go of every misleading thought, every feeling of attachment to this life, and every negative belief. I imagined myself a winner. I imagined having already killed Rodmordt — and the rest of the The Six Giants. I felt the shiver of excitement of victory in every pore in my body and embraced it. It nourished the soul and enlightened the essence of a warrior. The science behind it was that inside a man’s own grave, and with enough practice for imaginations, the brain would melt into a temporary state where it would not differentiate fact from fiction. And since the brain is analytical in nature — Lucian’s Fourth Rule — it prefers to think of the illusion as a fact.

      Let me repeat this: sometimes the brain’s only choice is to think of an illusion as a fact.

      Practices like this eluded many men and compromised their sanity, but I had been taught by the one and only mother herself.

      A rooted feeling of relief breezed through my body, so relaxing I was about to fall asleep. But I had been trained to resist it.

      I embraced the feeling and thought of our mundane world, the unnecessary wars and feuds, and how I would have preferred to care for a horde of sheep and squeezed a cow’s milk in a farm and raised my children with a woman I loved, far away from the Seven Seasons.

      The thought of the woman I loved brought tears to my eyes. Not a good thing when I was in such a state of meditation. But I couldn’t help it. Remembering the only woman I had ever loved broke my heart into splinters and shards of transparent and fragile glass all over the universe. Glass that gave birth to stars. Glittering ones. All the moons and suns and planets could not compensate my loss in any way. I didn’t want my lover’s memory to haunt me again, as I had practiced the Art of Distraction on a daily basis to forget about her — I knew I could never really forget about her, but it was a sort of drug-induced therapy, It helped me pretend I forgot about her.

      
        Be cautious of gifting a man with a woman he would love, for if he lost her you would have ripped apart the layers of his heart and soul, leaving him bare to the beast he was meant to be before meeting her from Rules of Attraction & Emotions Beyond Reason or Doubt in Seven Seasons by Maiden Elora Adelstein.

        

      I snapped out of my grave, my eyes wide open, but unable to see clearly. The tears — and the pouring rain — blurred my vision and left me lost and undone. My love had long been taken from me.

      “I will kill you, Alagor Rodmordt,” I promised, if not to the emptiness of my grave or the falling rain, then to myself.
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            Kha’me’rah & Vom

          

        

      

    

    
      “This woman of yours, do you want to talk about her?” King Thorn wonders. His words were cold. Blunt. Asking about my lover is an act of pure curiosity, not an attempt to hear about affection and the matters of the heart. I have to remind myself that he is King of the Season of Snow, the coldest and richest of all Seasons, and the one ruling all else.

      I say nothing. He understands. I appreciate it.

      
        A warrior's true pain shouldn't be talked about leisurely. A warrior kills his pain before killing his enemy. A warrior should not have love and lost from Matters of the Heart and Soul by J. R. Reese.

        

      “My sympathies,” King Thorn says. He doesn’t mean it. He doesn’t care. I see it in his voice. It’s etiquette. Like cleaning one’s mouth on a table full of stranger guests. It’s not cleaning. It’s pretending. “Nothing pains a man more than the loss of love.”

      I haven’t exactly stated I have lost my woman, nor have I denied it. But it’s human nature to assume you’ve lost the love when it hurts. Why can’t love just hurt and still be love? Why can’t pain be pleasure?

      “‘Pain is an illusion…’” I say.

      “Induced by the reality of another illusion,” he is starting to bore me. “from the Book of Seasonal Fears. Chapter twelve: The Pain that Wasn’t Even There by Abbas El Magnoon.”

      I am tempted to open my mouth in wonder. I haven’t heard about this book. Never have I met a King who has read more than I have. His knowledge starts to unsettle me. I am not supposed to admire a man hated by my people. A King with a reputation for killing those who are just a mere threat to him. A King who starved the Village of Feluria for seven days, not quenching their thirst until they died, and then ordered his soldiers to quench their thirst with the villagers’ blood.

      The less a warrior knows about his enemy, the easier the kill, for knowledge induces intimacy, and intimacy entails peace, and peace is not the desired outcome of war from Rules of War by Lucian.

      Of course, I don’t quote this part out loud. I say, “Well quoted.”

      “Though I do practice meditation, my wife does. I’m afraid it has undesired consequences when you wake yourself from it so abruptly.”

      “True.”

      “It can also drive a man to insanity.”

      I nod.

      “An insanity that can only be suppressed by drinking Kha’me’rah.” He spells the name slowly, and I suddenly realize it might be what he is drinking from his cup that is the shape of a boot.

      Kha’me’rah is the most expensive liquor known to man in the Seven Seasons. It is made from dragon breath, not fire, liquefied and mixed with onion then buried in the earth for at least twelve years. Kha means earth or sand in Per’uh’sian language, and rah means brain or perception. Me in the middle is an unknown syllable that must have been added through the years.

      I am oblivious to the true origin of the drink, for it is a luxury, only served to Kings and Queen of the highest reigns. I wonder if it is the reason behind King’s Thorn cunningness and steady calmness. For though it’s a drink that induces madness, it’s been said that he who surpasses Kha’me’rah’s madness, settles into wisdom and higher understanding.

      Still, Kha’me’rah isn’t the drink I used inside the grave. It was a stronger drink, as proposed by the book I read.

      Vom.

      “Vom?” King Thorn put his cup down.

      “A drink that is made from goat’s piss and doesn’t smell like urine, but rotten souls.”

      “I know about Vom,” he says stoically.

      “It is also a million times stronger than Kha’me’rah. Not a King and Queen’s drink, but low life Lurker’s drink.”

      King Thorn nods, “Though it’s still rare to find.”
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            Singing Bone

          

        

      

    

    
      In the first hours of morning, I was on a quest to follow the book’s instructions and went to find the highest place I can possibly access. I was on my knees, staring at the blurry twilight behind the trickling rain. I had chosen the highest hill I could find in this land I knew so little about. No cartographer had drawn a single map for the Season of Rain. Either the profession had been extinct there, or the locals saw no point in a map of a land buried in perpetual rain.

      It occurred to me that they couldn’t draw a map of this land in the first, due to the rain, especially the terrains with heaviest showers.

      I had to chug my way through mud and water and spot whatever I thought was the highest place I could find. I used a Singing Bone to track my way back like most of the Season’s locals did.

      This was a different kind of Singing Bone, unlike the one that exposed a victim’s killer.

      Shaped like child’s flute, it had only three holes where you breathed into each one separately so it so would recognize your voice. Rather like breathing fingerprint.

      Once the bone glowed with a color of shiny gold, it recognized you as its owner. If not, it would still be a dark and dirty brown, and you’d have to breathe into it again. This was the kind of magic I hadn’t seen anywhere in the other Seasons, but was truly impressed by.

      It wasn’t cheap or affordable for everyone. The one-hundred-and-forty-years old woman who sold it to me called it Lizart, as it was made from lizard bones, hence the ability to change colors.

      The Lizart Bone recognized three different tones from my breathing. I was instructed to blow into each hole in deferent places. The suggestions were seven hundred breaths apart in distances I walked. The heavy rain made it a harder task, but not impossible. The blows I breathed into the Lizard Bone simply marked the places I’ve been to, so on your way back and wouldn’t lose my way back from the top of the hill.

      As long as I was on the right path, it produced a sound, one that was low in tone and warm to the ears. Its pitch sang higher and rather ‘colder’ when you stray from the path.

      Each breath had different use to it. The first breath was like a real landmark like an x marks the spot to recognize the place. The second breath recorded the time of use it. The third was a mystery.

      The old woman had told me that the third told Rodmordt my location so that he would keep a grip on his people’s whereabouts. The Lizart, however, would lose its magic after three days, and you could not trace your way back unless had breathed into it regularly.

      I didn’t care if Rodmordt knew my location. He would not understand what I was doing. Nor did I understand, in all honesty.

      I found my spot on some hill I thought was closest to the sky. As instructed in the book, I sank to my knees to perform a ritual that would rid me of the Vom’s effect in my veins.

      Next to me, I held a parchment of a rare transcript that had been once my stepfather’s. It was an important piece of writing. The book said I should bring an intimate and important item nearby.

      I set the empty bottle of Vom beside me and tried my best to concentrate. It hadn’t been an easy task to walk this far under the influence.

      I took a deep breath and stared once more at the twilight in the sky. Previously, I had the idea to sneak a Vom drink into Rodmordt’s hands before the Feud, so we’d both be under its unmerciful influence. But something about this book by Lucian tempted me to follow it.

      At first, I didn’t know what it was. I had supposed my familiarity with Lucian, common from the same land, was it. But then my suppressed memories surfaced. The instructions in my book reminded me of my stepfather whom I loved more than my mother but met fewer times in my life.

      I rolled the parchment flat on the ground and remembered him using its sacred words to shake him off the Vom when I was a child. Before my stepfather’s insanity, he had been addicted to the Vom — he was rich enough to get and, unlike the masses, had plenty of supply. The bottle I drank was one of his, one I had kept for memory.

      He had taken so many lives in war. Whether justified or not, the memories gave him nightmares that shook him, and sometimes, elevated him in the air while asleep.

      They shook him so hard he needed to drink a lot of water when he woke up, as he been drained of the water in his body.

      A man should drink three pints of water a day, or he would die from a mysterious sickness I had not interpreted yet, a sickness of rigidity and loss of should from On Natural Health and Prosperity by Lucian.

      The Vom had helped my stepfather to forget about the killings, but then he began hurting us in the family.

      First, it was my mother whom he had loved him dearly. And then it was me. At a young age, I couldn’t understand that. I couldn't understand that he could love me so dearly, yet because of some drink, he would whip me with a horse’s leach inside my well. My mother forgave him. I never did. Never will.

      But I had seen him a few times on his knees — the few times I was allowed to leave the well. Candles surrounded him, reading from the parchment and asking the heavens to free him from the influence of the bottle.

      I remember he used the word exorcise instead of free. I realized the Vom wasn’t just liquor. It was a demon.

      The process to exorcise it so that he wouldn’t hurt his family anymore had been long and hurtful.

      I was about to exorcise it out of myself now and have faith in a book that paradoxically suggested exorcism and meditation in the same ritual.
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            Power from Pain

          

        

      

    

    
      “And?” Dragan is curious, enough to interrupt without asking the King’s permission.  “What happened? I don’t understand what this is all about.”

      “The exorcism was a success,” I say.

      “Did it show you the whole picture like you mother had said?” King Thorn says.

      “Even more.” I say.

      “Elaborate, please.”

      “Don’t tell me the exorcism made you a new man, pure at heart,” Dragan mocks me.

      The King shushes him then directs his gaze at me, expecting me to speak.

      “I had expected to clear mind or see things I didn’t see before,” I say. “I had even expected a revelation about Rodmordt’s weakness not power, or an spiritual experience that would make a better warrior.”

      “But none of that happened,” the King says.

      “No.”

      “Nothing?” He wonders. “After all this pain and planning?”

      “I didn’t say nothing happened. I said none of my expectations came true.”

      “But?”

      A smirk draws on my lips. Slow, assured, and victorious.

      “What was it, Shadow?”

      “The state of meditation my mind reached following the ritual affected me in the strangest ways,” I say. “It gave me an unusual power.”

      “What kind of power?” The impatient King says.

      “One that promised me the win over Rodmordt.”

      “Black Magic.” Dragan mumbles, but neither the King or I care.

      “What kind of Power?” The King repeats, eager, and lustful.

      I cling to my words with my teeth, like a card player with the best set, sure and patient and non-caring.

      “If you don’t answer me Shadow,” the King says. “I will hang you now.”

      Dragan sighs with relief.

      I know the King is true in his word, but enjoy his need. It weakens him and empowers me.

      “I think you’re stalling, wasting my time by elongating the story.” King thorn’s voice flattens with disappointment.

      “Why would I do that?” I say.

      “Because you don’t have a story. You have no resolution of how you killed Rodmordt,” the King says. “You’re buying yourself time. Either you can make up a story then or wait for a Devine intervention to save you from my punishment.”

      I say nothing. Not out of power. I am shorthanded. Lost in my thoughts.

      
        In any conversation, the words being uttered aren’t genuinely the words we want to express. We’re bound by social traditions, etiquette, fears and other conditions. In truth, most of a man or woman’s conversation is based on lies, semi lies, and information withheld. Some of us thrive for attention, for likability, and thus our words are sugar coated. Some of us thrive for dominance and control. Thus our words are harsh, short, and demanding — usually louder and hollower in tone. A back and forth conversation is War of all Wars. Tongues for weapons — and for healing wounds. Brains for planning. Eyes for communication — either intimidating or seducing from The War of Words by Winter Wayward Wayne.

        

      I am trying to collect myself and breathe consciously and hold my posture so that I won’t give away my secret. A brief tapping of my right foot gives it away though. From the corner of my eyes, I see Dragan. He is sizing me up from top to bottom. Men look for signals in other men’s behavior to determine their authenticity. I am a relatively collected and hard to provoke warrior. He will not have his way of reading my mind.

      As for the King, he is too far away. I can’t see his face. Thus I can’t confirm his real intentions. He too can’t see mine. We’re separated by seven steps with an army of his soldiers standing on each landing. A safety procedure for him. An uphill battle for me. The only way I can reach the king is through words. All of my warrior powers won’t defeat seven armies. I have nothing but words and stories to win this battle. To step up close and near.

      And now the King thinks I am stalling, which I am. He doesn’t know why I am really here, I have stopped telling myself, so my eyes wouldn’t give away my intentions.

      “I think you are right, my King,” Dragan offers. “The Lurker is lying.”

      “Possible,” King Thorn says. “But why?”

      “Why?” Dragan says. “He is an orphan Lurker.”

      “Why risk his life with stories that could be the end of him?"

      “You don’t see, my King? The Lurker never imagined you’d ask for stories to prove his authenticity. You’ve surprised him. You force him to talk for so long. And we know a man who talks long enough, eventually lets the truth slip from his snaky tongue.”

      “But he hasn’t said anything wrong. None of what he said proves to be an utter lie,” the King says. “He’s just stalling.”

      “None is lies?” Dragon growls.

      “His stories have been entertaining, if not provoking and interesting, so far.”

      “Entertainment is telling lies.”

      The King sighs, thinking about it.

      “Lies aren’t just concealing the truth. If a man detours from every question asked, that’s also a lie. If a man never answers straight forward or stalls, that’s a lie. And the best lie of all is telling stories that provoke and interest,” Dragan catches his breath. “For they delude from the main issue.”

      “Agreed,” the King says. “Like a jester performing magic tricks in my court. It’s not magic. It’s supposed to make you think it is magic, while it’s a misjudgment of the observer, having been fooled to focus one thing while the magician manipulated another.”

      “Well said, my King,” Dragan bowed his head. “His stories are his way of diverting from the real question: did he or did he not kill Rodmordt.”

      Listening to them talk about me in the third person while I am standing next to them, felt wrong. But I hold my ground, remembering my mother and the things she had taught me.

      I take a deep breath and address the King. “I haven’t asked to tell you stories. You did.”

      “True,” the King says. “But I’m known for my love of stories, so you may have come prepared.”

      “Even so, do you think that’s all I came armed with?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, let’s come to an end of this prolonged discussion.”

      “What are you offering exactly?”

      “What I have been trying to offer since the moment I stepped inside the castle,” I say. “Evidence that I killed Rodmordt.”
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            Truth, a Consistent Lie

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have no evidence!” Dragan challenges me.

      “Can you?” the King says.

      “Of course I do,” I reply.

      “In your terms, I suppose.” The King says. I don’t know what he means. “I told you if you show me Rodmordt’s head cut off, I will not believe it. I’ve seen magic—”

      “Yeah, the magic that binds and blinds a man’s eyes to see something that doesn’t exist,” I cut him off, bluntly, impatiently, and almost with no respect for a King. “And you have seen heads of one person look like another’s head through magic. I know.”

      Dragon is offended I interrupted the King. I keep talking. “And you have no means to know if Rodmordt is killed before your messenger returns.”

      “That also is true.” King Thorn says, seemingly with no offense at all.

      “And we know your messenger may not come back alive.”

      “Possible.”

      “And we know that even if he does, the people of the Season of Rain will never give away Rodmordt’s death, or your army will raid their land by dawn. Without Rodmordt ruling the Season, you won’t hesitate to raid it.”

      “Bluntly said. But true.”

      “So, in reality, there is no way for me to prove I killed Rodmordt. Because you are a paranoid King. You’re stuck in a conflict with your brothers and sisters, not sure if you should kill them or wait until they kill you,” I elaborate. “They have played their cards right by protecting and isolating their Seasons from you, leaving you lost in your thoughts, not knowing if they will attack tomorrow or just live in the peace and comfort of their lands.”

      “That’s not true,” King Thorn says. “If I’d ever known for certain they would live their life in peace in their Seasons; I’d have had no worries. But I know they will come for me one day. It’s not just a prophecy, but my father’s wish on his deathbed as well.”

      I haven’t known that. Not that I care. Not that I want to know why his father desired his son’s death. All I knew earlier is that their father had split the pages of a magical book between them, every few pages representing a Season.

      “Even so,” I say. “My point is that in reality, it’s almost impossible to prove I’ve killed Rodmordt unless his people confess of course.”

      “A factual assumption.” He says. I don’t what this means. A play on words again. What is a factual assumption? “The question is what are you going to do about it? Because, if you’re right, it means I will kill you eventually, either way.

      “You will not kill me.” I let my voice hint at a smirk. I am insinuating confidence that will make him doubt himself.

      “How can you be so confident?”

      “Because in spite of all these obstacles, I can will show you that I killed Rodmordt.”

      Dragan doesn’t comment the time.

      
        A man who claims he slays dragons will be laughed at by his peers. If he claims again, he may be laughed at again. If he insists, calmly, showing no effect of their mockery, they will end up believing him, if not making him a legend from Truth is a Consistent Lie by Halbert Wonderstein.

        

      The King stands up again. “Then show it.”

      I smile inside, but I don’t show it. My stare is divided between the King and his soldiers. I see them clinging to their weapons. Silence buries all sound in the court, except the breathing of dragons behind me.

      “Do you have a Harpist, my King.”

      “I do,” he points at the West side of the court. “She is right behind that curtain.”

      I don’t ask why the Harpist is invisible. It’s a tradition to hide their women, jesters, and entertainers behind veiled curtains so they won’t disgrace the court with their faces. Entertainers are loved but thought of as low lifers.

      “Would you ask your Harpist to play a song?”

      “Of course. What song?”

      “It’s called the Obsolete Song.”

      I can hear the soldiers murmur. The King orders his Harpist to play it.

      I listen. Tap my foot to the melody. Then count to one, two, and three and four.

      “Here is the power the ritual bestowed on me,” I say. “The same power that led me to defeat Rodmordt.”

      Then I slowly stretch my arms sideways. My head up to the ceiling. I take a deep breath. Bend one of my legs at the knee. Another deeper breath and slowly. Ever so slowly, I elevate off the floor.

      The court lets out a silent shriek.

      The Harpist plays.

      I elevate off the floor even more.

      The Harpist plays again.

      I elevate higher and higher, almost at the King’s level. I can draw a straight line between our distant eyes.

      The soldiers are ready for war.

      “What in the name of…” Dragan scoffs down there on the ground.

      I can hear the dragon’s heavy breathing behind me. A man who elevates this high is a threat to them.

      The King claps two hands. Ever so slowly.

      “I accept your proof,” he says. “For you could not have learned the scarce Art of Elevation and not defeated Rodmordt.”
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        “Shadow is to man what truth is to lies.”

        ~ The Quest for Light is a Journey into Darkness by Lucian de Lore

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    








            Black & White

          

        

      

    

    
      A few heartbeats later, I am standing inside a royal chamber, luxuriously designed with black and gold columns spiraling up to an arched ceiling painted in amber. A work of art more than a guest house. The maid behind me bows with respect and hands me a triangular bell that I should be ringing in case I needed her for anything. She has not only offered me food and shelter and wine, but also a woman to spend the night with me if I so wished.

      I deny myself the pleasure of a beautiful young woman as a gift from King Thorn. Not only do I not prefer not to touch a woman he probably has before me, but I am also worried about her being a spy.

      The maid closes the heavily gated door behind her and leaves me to myself.

      Paranoid, I walk slowly, looking around. It’s hard to believe the King believed my story. It’s even harder to fully understand what just happened. I came here for a reason I dare not confess to myself — at least not now — and he is a mystery I can’t solve.

      The scene of my Elevation in his court seems like a dream. My mother would have been proud. I have passed the Steps of Days. The first step, to be precise.

      Six steps left.

      I sit next to a vaulted window, watching the King’s empire from inside out. No Lurker has ever been so close. I am the first of my kind. It’s still a long road.

      Something vibrates under my hood. A secret pocket only I know about. I reach inside and pull out an orb. Small and black, you would mistake it for a stone. It is a precious stone of some Dark Magic and is usually paired with a white one, the same exact size and curvature and texture.

      The white one is in Dragan’s pocket. I planted it as he grudgingly walked me to my chamber. He doesn’t know about it.

      The vibration is an Indication of Allowance. I can now overhear his conversation with King Thorn. All until Dragan realizes he has a small stone in his pocket and throws it away, wondering how it got inside.

      “Do you believe him, my King?” Dragan’s voice is bitter with defeat.

      “He convinced us, didn’t he?” The King sounds as if chewing on a fruit.

      “No, he didn’t,” Dragan growls. “Well…” His words slow down as if he is losing speech. “I can’t explain how he elevated himself, but that still doesn’t show he killed Rodmordt.”

      “It is proof enough to me,” King Thorn bites on his fruit again.

      “If I may ask, why aren’t you worried, my King? This man intends to come as close to you as possible so he can kill you. I have no doubts.”

      “You have no doubts but have no proof. Shadow has proof. Didn’t you see the look on my soldiers, staring at a man who can almost fly?”

      “I did, but…”

      “It’s hard to believe, but we all saw it. Imagine what my army learning such a power. We will be invincible in the battlefield.”

      “So you’re hosting the Lurker because of his powers, not because he convinced you he kill Rodtmordt?”

      “To tell you the truth, Dragan, I am not sure. But I am not killing Shadow, not tonight,” King Thorn says. It occurs to me that the King considers Dragan more than a guard. The way they speak is as if they were friends. “Also, don’t forget that Shadow fits the fortune teller’s predictions.”

      “Who?” Dragan snorts. “Delight of the Dark?”

      “Yes. Didn’t she predict that only a man named Shadow can oppose and change the prophecy by killing the Six Giants before they kill me?”

      “If I may say, my King, she is only your wife’s teller, and she can not be trusted.”

      “How about the fact that she predicted Shadow’s arrival to the Season of Snow after three years of my attempted assassination?“

      “I am in loss for words, my King. I don’t believe the Lurker is the real Shadow — if there ever was a man by that name. And I don’t believe the Lurker’s stories. It seems he has mastered the art of telling a story that you are…”

      “I am what…?”

      “Pardon my impoliteness, but I think you are infatuated by the Lurker.”

      “Indeed, I am,” King Thorn says. ”No one has entertained me this much for a long, long time.”

      “So he is an entertainer?”

      “And a Warrior.”

      “This frustrates me, my King. Never have I met an educated warrior like him, or an entertaining warrior like him. This isn’t good, and I fear for you.”

      “You can’t fear for me. I can kill Shadow whenever I want. At the time, I am intrigued by his mystery and who he is. If he is an honest warrior who is here for an exchange of food for a kill. If he turns out to be a liar with meticulous intentions of some sorts, I shall…”

      “Kill him.” Dragan says.

      “No, Dragan. I will not kill a man like him unless I know what he wants. Don’t you understand? Let alone the fact that I need to learn his talent first.”

      There is a long period of silence. A peculiar silence. I can hear Dragan’s infrequent breathing, showing his distress and confusion. A lot of ego is involved as well. Then there is the King’s steadily calm breathing. An unshakable man. Nothing is worrying him — which worries me a lot.

      In my mind, this is the closest I got to King Thorn so far. If not close enough to look into his eyes, but enough to hear him breathing. Not only does own a powerful voice, but a mysterious one. I can’t tell for sure what his intentions are, not with the fruit he is eating, ever so nonchalantly.

      Right now, I could have used Elurian Magic with the white rock in Dragan’s pocket and killed them both. It would have been a Poisonous Elixir or the like. But I am not here to kill the King. Killing won’t do it.

      I am curious about him as much as he is about me. Sometimes I feel like he knows me. Who I am. What I have done. And what I am about to do. But that is impossible.

      Then again, why is he so calm? Why does believe the unbelievable things I say — not that all my words are lies, far from it, but some are.

      “Dragan,” the King says. “Tomorrow I want you to declare the death of my brother, Rodmordt.”

      “What in the name of…?”

      “Do not interrupt me. Let the word spread, and let the people react.”

      “Is this a tactic?”

      “Do it.” The King’s words were firm, a little overreacting this time.

      “As you wish, my King. What about the Lurker?”

      “Make sure he spends a good night. And that he sleeps well. Tomorrow I want him to tell me about the Season of Words, and how killed its ruler.”

      “You will hear another story?”

      “Six more if he makes it. As long as I believe him, he can tell me stories.”

      “This means you will let him closer and closer.”

      The King laughs. A resonating, confident laugh. So much I find myself laughing back at the black stone in my hand. “You cannot imagine my undivided desire to look into Shadow’s eyes.”
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      Dragan visits me in my room and recites the King’s orders. I pretend I haven’t heard them, but I show no emotion. The old warrior leaves, and I am alone again.


      Tonight I will sleep. I have a story to tell tomorrow, but before I do, I remember my mother. I remember the Well of Willows. My eyelids are heavy, proposing a long night’s sleep. Exhausted, I see my mother’s image in my mind’s eye. A blurry image from an old memory. She is talking to me…


      “Soon you will be a man, Shadow,” she says. I am in the bottom of the well again. Her voice is deep and assuring but it’s not echoing against the damp walls. “Soon you will fulfill your destiny.”


      I nod with respect. I am on my knees, wearing my cloak, head down, hands laced in front of me. My hands are chained.


      “Do you know what your destiny is?”


      I nod again, obediently. “To meet the King and—”


      “That’s enough,” she shushes me. “A secret frequently remembered is no secret, remember?”


      “I know, mother.”


      “Now tell me, Shadow, do you know how to tell a beautiful lie?”


      “Beautiful?” I grimace underneath the cloak.


      “Only a good lie is beautiful,” she says. “People think they can tell lies but they are wrong. They tell ugly lies, blunt, and easy to detect.”


      I say nothing. I am listening.


      “A beautiful lie is one that lasts, sometimes for decades, even forever. You know how many lies these books have told you?” She points the pile of books on the wet floor.


      I am confused. I say nothing.


      “Historian tell the most beautiful lies, Shadow. Do you know why?”


      I shake my head.


      “Because telling a lie is like weaving a beautiful carpet,” she says. “To make your lie believable, to make it last, you have to weave it within the fabric of truth.”


      I am thinking.


      “Remember that blade you found when we were outside yesterday?” She says.


      “I do.”


      “When you show it to someone, don’t just show it,” she says. I neglect the fallacy of her example, since I hardly meet anyone but her and my stepfather. “Tell me a story about it. A grand epic, enchanting, and emotional story. One that has as much truth in it as lies. Make things up, but make them up beautiful. Have the listener gripped and chained by your mysterious story. Let them beg for more. Confuse them. Not all storylines have to find conclusions, as long as you present another one that is as interesting and emotional.”


      I raise my head and meet her eyes. “Would that make them want to listen more?”


      She nods with a smile, “As long as you weave fact into fiction,” she pats my shoulder. “And then, when the time is right, when the listener is hypnotized by your tale, tell them about your fascinating blade. Tell them about the blade that helped you win all those battles you explained earlier. That magic blade, however old and rusty and blunt and ordinary, will seem like a treasure to the listener. That’s the moment when you can sell it to them. By sell, I mean sell them the lie. Do you understand?”


      “Not quite, mother.”  I say. “Is this the kind of lies I will tell the king?”


      She laughs and shakes my head in her hands. “I am so proud of you. You’re one of a kind, Shadow. You will fulfill the prophecy, I believe that.”


      My eyes are rainbows in a golden sky. My soul is the sum of birds fluttering outside my well. My heart is a perpetual song of mirth. Being told that I am the one is what keeps me sane. It’s what helps me tolerate the isolation in the bottom of the well. The pain. The Sorrow. It’s all for a reason. And the reason is that I am special.


      My mother unchains me for being a good boy, and hands me a book that will forever be my friend. The Quest for Light is a Journey into Darkness by Lucian de Lore.


      As she leaves the room, I find myself counting the days to meet with King Thorn. Not only will it fulfill my destiny and allow me to save the Lurkers in the Land Beyond the Light and Land beyond the Dark, but most of all, I can’t wait to leave this damned well.


      Drops of water are trickling down the wall behind me.


      I open the first page and see my mother has written a dedication. I am surprised she has written it in her name, which she rarely uses. It reads:


      

        To my Shadow,


        in light and night,


        in serenity and sin,


        in spark and dark.


        


        Your mother, Delight of the Dark
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        Shadow will be back in


        The Shadow of  Words (The Seven Seasons Book 2)
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      Thank you for reading my little book until the end. I cannot express my appreciation enough and could not be happier.

      Ever since I was in elementary school, I loved to read. I have to admit that sheer aloneness and repeated grounding increased my desire to lose myself into other worlds of fiction.

      I got grounded often, which is something I am ironically grateful for. Otherwise, I doubt my reading experience would have become so intense and enjoyable. It’s hard to imagine my life without books now.

      I wasn’t popular in school. Far from it. It didn’t mean I was lonely though. I made friends with hundreds of characters from books. My imagination ran wild everyday.

      I still read everyday, to disengage from the world, to entertain myself, and to make more friends. I am a professional escapist :)

      I love a mystery. A world different from ours. Unlike most, I like characters that are unbelievable. I have no use for a believable character whose motives are crystal clear. I love the hero who rises up from the ashes and discovers who he is in the journey.

      Like everyone else, I’ve been reading a lot of fantasy. Though I am enamored by the genre, I am also fed up with the repetitive use of the same battles and races in most of the books. I do have tremendous respect for magic system though.

      I am not sure if the Shadow of the Blade is a fantasy. All I know is that in my mind I wanted to write a story based on two ideas I had.

      The first was a conversation between a king and a peasant of sorts. The king sits high in his throne and peasant wants to reach for him. Why? We shall know soon, if you will give book 2 a chance.

      The second idea was the use of made up quotes from books that existed in this universe only. Why? I have no idea. You will have to ask the monkey in my head.

      When I started writing I suddenly realized who Shadow was and what he wanted from the King. I also realized who the king was and what he wanted from Shadow. With those two elements clear to me, I felt free to tell a lush story the way I imagined it.

      Shadow still has a lot on his plate. A few more stories to tell, especially what happened in the Season of Words. He also needs to find peace with his past, and find solace in the future. He may come across as an underdeveloped character but hey, Shadow is a mystery, even to himself. The truth will unfold as the story continues, the way our destinies do as life goes by.

      But then again, who am I to say. I am just a dude writing stuff, far from being on top of my craft (not even average) but only sharing what I have. I don’t even have the guts to call myself an ‘author’. I would prefer Storyteller, or even better ‘that dude who thinks he can tell a story’.

      Please, if you enjoyed this book give it a rating on Amazon. Your kind words and encouragement help any author. I will continue to the next story whether you provide an outstanding review or not. However, it might get done a bit faster with the encouragement.

      Want to follow Shadow in his journey, even share your thoughts about him and what he is after? Want to know more about the Seven Seasons? Why seven, not four? How did seasons scatter across the lands? Is the Season of Snow actually Winter? If so, which one is summer, spring, and fall? What is the history of this world? What is the Break of Days? And why is there a Season missing?
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