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`Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
 Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:
 All mimsy were the borogoves,
 And the mome raths outgrabe.

 


"Beware the Jabberwock, my son!
 The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!
 Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun
 The frumious Bandersnatch!"

 


He took his vorpal sword in hand:
 Long time the manxome foe he sought --
 So rested he by the Tumtum tree,
 And stood awhile in thought.

 


And, as in uffish thought he stood,
 The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame,
 Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,
 And burbled as it came!

 


One, two! One, two! And through and through
 The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!
 He left it dead, and with its head
 He went galumphing back.

 


“And, hast thou slain the Jabberwock?
 Come to my arms, my beamish boy!
 O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!”

He chortled in his joy.

 


`Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
 Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
 All mimsy were the borogoves,
 And the mome raths outgrabe.

 


– Lewis Carroll

Through the Looking Glass, and What Alice Found There

 


 


*See the Glossary at the end of the book for unfamiliar terms.

 










PART I

 


‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:

All mimsy were the borogoves,

And the mome raths outgrabe.

 


Misha and Teia stood on the outskirts of the wabe, peering into the crowd of townspeople gathered to witness their Sixteenery. Each held a new red ribbon with gold tips, to be tied in their hair until their wedding days.

The majority of the town of Dehva showed up to witness the simple ceremony signifying their passage into womanhood. It was one of the rare occasions that took people away from their fields and flocks, their shoring and shingling, and their tending and trading.

The menfolk were anxious to return to their vocations. The women contemplated their kitchens, for brillig rapidly approached. The eleventeen-year-olds stared at the two maidens with wide eyes, while young men fidgeted, furtively calling dibs on the young ladies.

A large sundial stood in the center of the grassy wabe, the usual meeting place for celebrations and ceremonies.

Two mome raths meandered across the open lawn, their flat, upturned snouts seeking a decent wallowing bog. Finding none, the pale green raths outgrabe repeatedly—their wheezy bellows and interspersed snortles were all that upset the peaceful ambiance.

Pitiful borogoves cast mop-shaped shadows as they flew overhead and Mayor Arad strode to the center of the wabe. No one in the assembly paid attention to the shaggy birds until one shadow grew unnaturally, covering nearly half of the wabe.

Along with the oversized shade came a rush of wind that carried the scent of decay. An odor like a putrefied wound filled the wabe and brought with it the taste of rotten meat. The crowd looked up to see a malformed beast descending. The monster was a tangled mass of limbs, teeth, wings, and tail all in the wrong proportions and angles.

A cry of “Jabberwocky!” went up and the assembly was released from its trance. The wabe was thrust into pandemonium as people scattered like an uncovered nest of dormice.

The Jabberwocky clattered onto the stone sundial, which crumbled under the impact. Its simmering eyes were heavy-lidded, giving the creature the appearance of dim-wittedness. However, its irises burned a fiery red that waxed in intensity as it bellowed. The eyes displayed both fury and stupidity—a terrifying combination.

Mayor Arad had the misfortune of standing within reach of the Jabberwocky. With serpentine speed the monster lashed out and clamped down on the mayor’s chest with its jaws, leaving the mayor’s body twitching in the mayhem.

The Jabberwocky lumbered forward and scooped up the unfortunate cobbler in its jaws. Bones snapped under the power of the creature’s teeth. It opened its mouth, releasing the body and the cobbler’s bones crunched again as the broken corpse collided with the ground.

Chaos surrounded the Jabberwocky. It scanned the crowd until it saw the fleeing forms of Misha and Teia. In four slinkish strides it closed the gap, catching a girl in each of its scaly, clawed hands. A few bravish lads rushed to protect the girls, and were rewarded with a brutal blow from the creature’s tail, which sent them sprawling limp as cloth dolls.

Once the creature’s fury was quenched and its quarry was snatched, it bounded into the air. Men returned with swords and bows only to see the sinewy frame silhouetted against the sky with two fragile figures dangling in its grasp.

A red ribbon fluttered in the wind, still clasped in one girl’s hand.

 


*****

 


Tjaden loved water. It was dependable. Consistent. He watched a trickle escape a small pooling in the irrigation and set off on its own, finding the correct path. Water always went straight. Not forward or north, but straight down. He knew it didn’t have a will, or the ability to make decisions, but he admired the steadiness.

He had heard about the open ocean that tossed large ships to and fro, and the mighty waves on beaches or in desert floods that knocked men down and dragged them under. The worst he’d seen were violent monsoons, but even then the wind and lightning caused most of the damage.

The irrigation was running smoothly and he had indulged himself long enough. There was work to be done. Walking back to the uncleared land, he joined Ollie, who picked up his axe when Tjaden approached.

“I don’t even think the Jabberwocky’s real,” Ollie said, continuing their earlier conversation as he swung his axe at the base of a tree.

“How can it not be real?” asked Tjaden, chopping at his own scrubby mesquite.

Ollie leaned on his ax and asked, “Have you ever seen it? Do you know anyone who has seen it? Has anyone within a hundred miles spied so much as one of its filthy claws?”

Tjaden stayed focused on the tough tree trunk. Between breaths he answered, “Go ask the families of the girls it’s carried off.”

“You introduce me to just one of them and I’ll be happy to,” Ollie replied.

Still swinging, Tjaden said, “The silk merchant’s guard said it killed a dozen people and snatched two girls from their own Sixteenery in a town called Dehva last month.”

“Dehva? Really?” Ollie asked with mock interest. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. It’s always a town on the other side of the kingdom that no one’s ever heard of.”

“You go look for the Jabberwocky if you want. I’ll stay here and clear this land so my father can plant orange trees in the spring.”

Ollie cursed as he half-heartedly chipped away at his tree again. “Fantastic fables for feeble folk. The Jabberwocky’s a myth invented by peddlers and minstrels. The King’s Elite encourage it so they can take credit for keeping us safe from things that don’t even exist!”

Tjaden’s next swing barely caught the edge of the tree and his face flushed. “How can you talk about soldiers who risk their lives every day as if they were greedy liars?”

“I’m sorry, Jay,” Ollie said. He seemed genuinely apologetic and his voice took on a bit of a whine. “But bandersnatches? Barbantulas? The Jabberwocky? They’re all too fantastical.”

A stubborn saltbush took the brunt of Tjaden’s frustration before he answered his friend. “Personally, I’m glad we don’t have any of those around here. But as far as barbantulas, my father’s seen one, so cross those off the list of creatures you choose not to believe in.”

It wasn’t a hot day, but the sun was intense. Sweat rolled down Tjaden’s face and off his jaw line to the ground. He paused to watch a few drops fall, as water always had and always would.

Ollie stopped swinging again, and stood watching Tjaden mercilessly finish another mesquite tree. “I don’t care much, as long as old Jabberjaw doesn’t come around here picking up maidens and hauling them off to who-knows-where.”

“He’d just be doing you a favor, Ollie, saving you from all that rejection,” Tjaden said with a smile.

“Oh, but you have nothing to worry about from your beloved Elora.”

At that, Tjaden picked up a fallen branch and playfully took a swipe at his smaller friend, who grabbed one to defend himself. After a minute of sparring, Tjaden traded his stick for a saw and started on a scraggly creosote bush.

He was tired of arguing about creatures they might not ever see so he changed the subject. “What are they doing at Falon’s shop today?”

“Gathering tallow,” Ollie replied with a disgusted look. He was using the flat edge of his axe to pummel a thick tree. “Working here we have good days and bad days, but there it’s one filthy mess after another. How can making soap be so flamin’ dirty?”

Tjaden wasn’t envious of his friend’s situation. Ollie’s parents had died more than a decade before. Three families in Shey’s Orchard had ties to Ollie’s parents and instead of one family adopting him, he spent two days at each house every week. On the seventh day he had his pick and usually spent it with Tjaden.

The adults assumed it would make him well-rounded and give him opportunities. In reality he grew up without any stability or prospects, and there was very little he took seriously. He worked alongside the families to earn his keep, but unlike his foster brothers, he had little hope of an inheritance.

Less than an hour remained until the sun fell behind the expansive cotton fields that lined the horizon. As they inched toward the string Tjaden’s father placed to mark their work for the day, Ollie continued grumbling about making soap. “Everything is ‘Measure this exactly,’ ‘Pay attention to that,’ ‘Don’t let that boil.’ It’s always messy and hot…” he trailed on.

Tjaden had to admit that his friend was more of a hired man than a son. He rarely succeeded at anything significant because he was always given unimportant tasks. Every month he picked up a new hobby or interest, but he never put enough effort into any of them to be successful.

To hear Ollie talk no one would ever think him an underachiever. And though he rarely admitted it, Tjaden appreciated Ollie’s wit. He was secretly jealous of the ease with which Ollie enjoyed life. Even as Tjaden moved across the terrain, felling anything in his path, his friend’s words made the afternoon seem short. With just enough light to gather the tools, they reached the string that marked the end of their workday.

Instead of taking the road, the boys cut through the familiar orange groves. It was only a quarter mile to the shed behind the house, where they stored the tools. Light flickered from the house through the glass window that Tjaden had helped install before the previous winter.

As the boys washed hands and faces at the well, rich aromas from the kitchen lured them toward the door. With the sun down, Tjaden’s sweat chilled him and he looked forward to the warmth of his brick home. The pale, red brick offered warmth at night, and cool during the day.

“How was work, boys?” Tjaden’s mother, Lira, asked as she set plates around the table.

“Your son always tries to keep pace, but I work way too fast for him,” Ollie replied, shaking his head.

“Is that so, Ollin?”

Tjaden loved it when she called him that.

With a grin for Tjaden she told Ollie, “See if you can’t get him to pick it up a little tomorrow.”

Tjaden rolled his eyes. “Yeah, Ollin. Show me how it’s done tomorrow.”

Tjaden’s father, Mikel, entered, hung his bow and quiver on a hook by the door and greeted Mother with a kiss on the cheek. There was no doubt Tjaden was his father’s son. They were both medium height, with light brown hair and a stocky build. Mikel was brawnier than Tjaden, but it wasn’t hard to see that Tjaden’s frame would eventually match his father’s.

“Just in time for dinner, Mikel,” his mother said. “Sometimes I wonder if the three of you wait outside until your noses tell you there’s no more work to be done in the kitchen.”

As they sat down to eat, his father asked, “You boys finish the section I laid out?”

“You doubted us?” Ollie said with an offended look.

Tjaden ignored Ollie’s joking. “Yeah, we finished. How’d it go with the buyers?”

His father shrugged. “Not bad. Lemons and tangerines sold quick but I barely got rid of the oranges. You never know what the nobles’ buyers will be looking for.”

Shey’s Orchard was a relatively prosperous town due to the temperate climate. The villagers never had to deal with snow, they could work through the winter, and many crops thrived that wouldn’t grow in other parts of the kingdom. This meant a fair amount of commerce passing through the modest town.

The oranges, grapefruit, tangerines, orangeberries, and lemons they grew were delicacies in most towns. But the majority of their crop sold to traders who took it to Palassiren, the capital of the kingdom.

“I need you to pick two large bins of tangerines and haul them to town in the morning,” his father said. “Remember to put the bins on the wagon before you put fruit in them this time.” He looked at Ollie, apparently waiting for him to make an excuse.

“C’mon, Mikel. I did that one time, and it was over two years ago,” Ollie said.

His father continued. “Illander will meet you on the south side of the wabe to take delivery. I have to meet a couple other merchants in the morning, but should be back around lunch. We’ll clear land until the Swap and Spar next week, then it’ll be back to picking fruit.”

Ollie spoke up. “We should pick the lower fruit first, then go back through with ladders the rest of the week to get the higher stuff.” It was obvious Ollie was trying to avoid the difficult task of moving the heavy ladders.

With a guarded smile, his father said, “I was doing you a favor letting you pick the upper fruit on the days you were here. Stretching to the tips of the branches might help you grow an inch or two.”

“The crop looks full this year,” Tjaden commented. The only topics his father ever talked about were citrus and the weather. Tjaden always did his best to keep the conversation going once they started talking. Not being much of a talker himself, Tjaden spent much more time trying to come up with something to say than actually saying it.

“It should be a good winter,” his father responded, returning to his meal.

Ollie groaned. “When you say ‘good winter’, I hear ‘hard work’.”

By the time the sun crested the horizon the next morning, Tjaden and Ollie were ready to start work. Father usually took one, if not both, of Ollie’s days to meet his other obligations so Tjaden wouldn’t have to work alone.

The boys picked tangerines all morning, filling the two large bins on the flat cart. As they led the horses toward town they lunched on cornbread and strips of beef, not to mention all the tangerines they cared to eat. As they passed an area thick with low vegetation, they heard sniggering from a copse of scrubby trees. Tjaden continued leading the pair of horses, but Ollie rushed to investigate. He returned a short time later, motioning for Tjaden to follow him.

After setting the wagon brake, Tjaden crept into the brush after Ollie. In a small clearing they saw three young men crouched around a struggling form.

“I say we take off its beak and find out what it sounds like then.”

Tjaden recognized the voice. It was Brune, a boy who always tried to prove his toughness by intimidating people much smaller than himself. Ollie, a year younger than Brune and shorter than most boys his age, was a frequent target.

If that’s Brune then the other two are Buck and Ablon, thought Tjaden.

One of them said, “No, I say we cut the legs and wings off and use it as a shaggy kickround.”

One of them shifted and Tjaden saw that their captive was a terrified borogove. It was bound with a rope, and a small cord held its beak shut. The creature was not bored and pitiful as borogoves tended to be. This one was terrified and tense. It tried to honk, but couldn’t open its beak to let the sound escape.

The third voice said, “I say we light it on fire and fling it. It’ll be a screaming, flying fireball.”

Tjaden pushed past Ollie into the clearing. “I say you untie it and let it fly away.”

Spinning in surprise, the three moved quickly toward Tjaden and surrounded him, each holding a thick branch. “What are you doing so far mome?” Brune asked, standing too close to Tjaden. His face was wide and had a prominent under bite, like a bulldog. “And without that tweedle Ollie to back you up.”

“He’s no tweedle,” said Tjaden, showing no emotion, “but you are if you think I’ll let you torture that bird.”

Brune stepped even closer. “What did you call me?”

Tjaden stared back, unwilling to engage Brune.

Emboldened by the advantage in numbers, Brune shoved Tjaden, but he still refused to react. Brune’s breathing grew heavier and muscles in his face started to twitch.

“It’s not going to work, Brune,” said Tjaden flatly. Although he wanted to punch Brune, punch all three of them, he maintained control. “Let the bird go and I’ll leave.”

“Why should we? You’re too scared to do anything about it.” Brune bumped Tjaden with his chest.

Tjaden stood his ground and stared back. His calm confidence must have worked because eventually Brune said, “Let it go yourself.”

He strode uffishly away with his silent backup trailing. Without turning around Brune said, “You’re lucky you’ll be fighting in the boys group at the Swap and Spar, or else you’d have to fight me.”

Once they were gone Ollie emerged from his hiding place in the underbrush and asked, “Why didn’t you fight them? Even without my help you could…” he paused in thought, “thoroughly thrash those three thugs.”

“’A soldier’s first opponent is himself,” Tjaden quoted. “If he can master himself he cannot be defeated.” His oldest brother was a soldier and this was one of his lines that Tjaden tried to live by.

“I want to be a soldier just as bad as you do,” Ollie said.

Tjaden paused as he untied the frightened borogove, wondering when Ollie had decided that. “Not just a soldier, Ollie. An Elite.” The skinny bird burst out of Tjaden’s hands, honking as it escaped through the thin canopy.

“The point is, the more you fight now the better you’ll be,” Ollie insisted. “Persistent practice produces proficient prowess.”

“Nice one,” Tjaden said insincerely. “How about this one: Start with self-mastery. Swordplay second.”

“No! Horrible!” said Ollie, cringing. They scrambled through the trees to the wagon. “You stick to staves and leave the clever sayings to me.”

“Is that what you were doing in the bushes? Trying to come up with something witty to say to Brune?”

“I was preparing an ambush. If a fight broke out I could’ve taken them by surprise,” Ollie said. “I know you always want to charge ahead, sword a-swingin’, but I prefer to use my brain in a fight.”

Tjaden knew there was some truth to what he said, but didn’t admit it. “That’s great. When I’m an Elite and I choose you to be my Fellow, I’ll take comfort in the fact that you’re always thinking. Might not be fighting, but at least you’ll be thinking.”

Their banter was disturbed by someone yelling behind them. They turned to look up the dirt road and saw a petite figure running toward town. It was Lily, Elora’s sister, and she was moving fast.

“Tjaden!” shouted Lily.

“What’s the matter?” he yelled, jogging toward her.

“It’s Elora.”

Tjaden picked up his pace and quickly reached the gasping girl. “Is she alright?” he asked.

“No! She slipped by Twinnig falls, she’s stuck, on a ledge,” Lily said between breaths.

Tjaden started moving uproad, a sick feeling stinging his stomach. “Is she hurt?”

“No she’s just stuck,” Lily blurted in one breath.

Over his shoulder Tjaden shouted, “Ollie, tie the horses then go to the shed and get some rope. Lily, keep running into town and get your brother and dad.”

Practically sprinting the half mile to Twinnig Falls, Tjaden was out of breath by the time he arrived. Though he called for Elora, there was no reply and his stomach sank even further. Rushing to the cliffside, he peered over.

Elora was ten paces below him on a large ledge, thirty paces above the rapidly moving river. She should have seen him, but she wouldn’t look up or answer. Her skin was as pale as the rapids, and her eyes were wide as she stared upstream at the cliff edge.

Even though he knew something was wrong, relief filled him, as it always did when he saw her. His gaze leapt to the spot she was staring at, but he didn’t see anything at first. After concentrating he noticed a slight discoloration, something unnatural in the foliage. Looking closer he saw a figure moving on two legs along the edge of the scrub oak. It was shaped somewhat like a man, but had the legs and hooves of a goat giving it a forward, sprythe appearance. Though he’d never seen one, he recognized the bandersnatch.

Tjaden cast about for a weapon and saw a four foot stick. It wasn’t straight, and was a little too thick, but his choices were limited. Reaching for the weapon, he examined the creature. The bandersnatch was the size of a large man. It was dried alfalfa green and overly muscled. It had claws like a bear and thick spikes lay flat down the center of its spine. Yet, it was not nearly as fearsome as all the stories said. However, in the stories the bandersnatches were always frumious. This one just looked curious.

The beast watched Elora as it moved smoothly to the lip of the cliff. It was on the upper ledge, upstream from where Tjaden stood. He was relieved that a steep incline separated it from the lower ledge where Elora watched, petrified. But the creature was not deterred. It loped down the sheer cliff as easily as a cat climbs a tree, not taking its eyes off of its prey.

Tjaden didn’t hesitate. He swung his legs over the edge and plunged down the incline, landing sprawled on the ledge between Elora and the bandersnatch. The creature paused. It rose sharply and cocked its head, peering at the new target. The bandersnatch made an evil purr as it studied Tjaden.

The beast tensed and in an instant it lunged forward so fast Tjaden barely had time to jut his makeshift staff in front of him like a lance. The bandersnatch covered the distance instantaneously, colliding full force with the outstretched staff. The impact knocked Tjaden backward, bringing him close enough to Elora for her to steady him. If not for the strength from daily work with tools, Tjaden would’ve lost his grip on the weapon.

Elora shrieked, the bandersnatch wailed, but Tjaden was too stunned by the speed of the beast to make a sound. The bandersnatch clutched its wounded chest and as its breathing got faster it seemed to swell in size. A sinister red stain spread from trunk to limbs, accenting the creature’s green skin. The dull eyes flared the color of fresh blood, and the elongated spines on its back protruded menacingly.

So this is what they mean by frumious, Tjaden thought.

He didn’t wait for the animal’s frenzy to mount further. He lunged forward swinging his club. In one motion the frumious brute crouched and sprung into the air, passing completely over Tjaden. Spinning, Tjaden reflexively raised his staff to defend himself as the monster’s claws swept toward him. The blow was deflected, but the swipe left gouges in his staff.

Tjaden used the momentum of the blow to spin around and swing his weapon like an axe. The bandersnatch was caught off guard and the blow struck it on the shoulder. It howled and Tjaden again took the offensive. The beast continued to swell with rage under the intense attack. Tjaden attempted blow after blow, but the bandersnatch moved too quickly for him to do any serious damage. It was waiting as it dodged, the malevolent purr interspersed with threatening snarls.

Between strikes, the bandersnatch dove at Tjaden’s legs and they both sprawled toward the lip of the ledge. The staff skidded away from Tjaden as he slammed into the rocky ground. Landing on his back beneath the monster he instinctively grabbed its leathery head. As Tjaden tried to wrench the head from its shoulders, the creature slashed his arms with razor claws.

The combination of blood and intense pain made Tjaden’s stomach lurch. His arms began to lose strength and his grip weakened in the slick blood. He was about to lose his grip when he saw Elora looming behind the bandersnatch. The staff was raised high above her head.

With a spark of fire in her dark brown eyes that matched the maleficent glow in the bandersnatch’s, she struck the monster squarely in the back. Tjaden heard a sound like dry limbs snapping as two of its spiny protrusions were crushed.

Its red eyes flared and it reared back, freeing its head from Tjaden’s grasp. It continued slashing and Tjaden could scarcely hold his arms up to protect his head and body. Elora’s assault wasn’t enough to divert the beast’s attention.

She swung again, this time connecting with the creature’s head exactly where a human’s ear would be. Blood gushed from the wound. It howled and sprung to its feet turning instantly to face Elora.

Tjaden was wounded but free, but the bandersnatch’s attention was back on Elora. From his position on the ground he kicked at the bandersnatch’s legs, but it was too strong to care. Elora held the staff, but Tjaden knew she couldn’t fend off the beast.

He scrambled to a crouch, ready to tackle the bandersnatch, when he heard a low whistle followed by a phwap. Tjaden was surprised to see an arrow protruding from the creature’s midsection.

As it glanced down at the lodged projectile another arrow phwapped into its right shoulder. Covered in red rage, the frumious bandersnatch bellowed and retreated. It sprinted up the steep slope, angling away from Tjaden’s father, and disappeared into the trees.

Without thinking Tjaden rose and pursued it, but didn’t have a chance of climbing the sheer cliff. Next to his father at the top of the ridge, stood a stunned Ollie.

Before Elora reached him, Tjaden had a moment to feel embarrassed about needing help. He had a chance to save Elora’s life, but had failed. Someone else had come to her rescue.

The moment of regret was interrupted as Elora encircled him in a tight embrace. She clung to him and buried her face in his shoulder. The battle and the pain were momentarily forgotten. He’d never held a girl so closely, much less this particular girl. Though almost too exhausted to stand, he held her trembling body until she noticed the blood seeping through their clothes, and pulled back to look at him.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“No, but you are,” Elora replied, helping him to the ground. Her hands quivered as she examined his wounds, but even though she was shaken up, her words were steady. “The blood’s flowing, not spurting. You’re lucky.” Despite the menace they had faced, he did feel lucky to be there with her.

The gashes were on the outside of his forearms, so no major vessels had been cut, but blood flowed steadily from many of the wounds. After wiping excess blood with her blouse, she tore strips from his linen shirt and wrapped his arms to staunch the bleeding. Only after the third layer did the blood stop seeping through the bandages. Through it all, Elora kept her composure.

More than ever, Tjaden was smitten.

His father lowered a rope and Tjaden tied it around Elora’s waist and legs, trying not to wince with each motion of his arms. After she was raised, the rope was lowered again and he secured himself. Once he reached safety, his father embraced him for the first time in years. Tjaden felt his father’s heart racing.

“What are you doing here, Father?”

“I passed Lily on the road. She told me Elora was in trouble so I ran.” Tjaden had never been so grateful for his father’s habit of carrying his bow whenever he was mome.

After making sure the two were able to make the trip, they started home. Tjaden put one arm around Elora, and his father nocked an arrow, staying on guard for the frumious beast.

Before long they met Elora’s anxious parents and brother on the road. She embraced each of them in turn, and finally let her tears flow. They held her firmly as sobs of relief racked her body. When she was able to control her tears, she told them the entire story.

Tjaden listened, feeling both exhilarated at her obvious pride and uncomfortable with the abundant praise. After all, he wasn’t the real hero.

 


*****

 


The whole town knew before the day was out that Tjaden and Elora had survived an encounter with a frumious bandersnatch, if only for a short while. Methos, the town physician, was first to hear the account. He listened while sewing up half a dozen gashes in each of Tjaden’s arms, using over one hundred and fifty stitches. By the time Tjaden, his father, and Ollie left Methos’ workshop, people in the street tried to stop them to hear the tale.

Dozens of people found reasons to come by the orchard over the next few days. Sami Thatcher decided to return the awl he had borrowed two years previous. Coles and Hettie, the bakers, came a day early for lemons. Galla, the town gossip, didn’t even have a reason; she just wanted to hear the story. Each went away highly disappointed after finding his father as reticent as ever, and Tjaden unwilling to brag.

In truth, Tjaden wished nobody had learned about it. The fuss bothered him. For one thing he was embarrassed at being unable to defend Elora by himself. She was mere heartbeats away from death because he had failed.

Every time someone else came to the farm, Tjaden shuddered. He just wanted to work the days away with his father until the upcoming Swap and Spar. His goal was to be a soldier in the King’s Elite and there wasn’t anyone in town who could gab him one step closer to the Academy.

The day after the attack, his father had asked if Tjaden was up to working. Tjaden said he could manage and that was the last time it came up. They went through their daily routine, working from sunup to sundown, ignoring the interrupting townsfolk as much as possible. The days were growing shorter, so they had to fit more work into less daylight.

Working alongside his father, Tjaden felt like a child. He thought he should be strong and fast enough to keep pace, but a half century of working in the orchards made it second nature for his father. Though Tjaden was growing, it wasn’t fast enough to suit him.

When Ollie worked with him, Tjaden could tell his own speed and proficiency had increased immensely. He never tried to push Ollie or tell him what to do. He just picked up the tools and went to work and Ollie usually followed his example.

With the exception of the swelling tide of gossip, the days leading up to the Swap and Spar passed uneventfully. The evening before the festivities, Tjaden went with his father into town to add his name to the list of pugilists.

The innkeep, Tellef, sat at a worn table in the day room of his inn taking names. In his younger days, as Tjaden often heard, he was a frequent Swap and Spar champion. Now middle aged and big bellied, the only reason he entered the battle circle was to referee. “Mikel,” he greeted warmly. “Are you going to put wood to bone and teach the young men what it means to strike staves?”

“No,” his father said with a chuckle. He was close to Tellef’s age and hadn’t entered the tournament for years. “Tjaden will be the only one from the family competing this year.”

“Jolan and Hannon are going to fight, aren’t they?” Tjaden asked.

“Yes, I suppose your brothers will compete. But they’ll be in the men’s group.”

“As will I,” stated Tjaden, feeling his heart race.

“Have you reached sixteen years already, lad?” asked Tellef.

Tjaden was resolute. “The older group is open to anyone, and I choose to compete against men.”

His father took Tjaden aside a few steps and said, “You know you could easily best any boy in town at staves.”

Tjaden nodded.

His father continued. “And you have to win the competition for the King’s Legate to consider you for the Academy. You’re a natural with the staff, Son, but there’s more than one man in town that might give you more than you can handle.”

“I’ll be sixteen in less than a fortnight, Father. I don’t think it’s fair for me to compete against boys anymore.” His father listened intently. “Besides, the Legate won’t be impressed by someone who beats kids. By winning the open competition I can prove myself.”

“And what about the stitches?”

“My arms are practically healed.” Tjaden slapped each forearm for emphasis. Pain betrayed the lie, but Tjaden tried to keep the wince from his face.

They stared at each other in silence. He wasn’t surprised by his father’s doubt, after the bandersnatch incident, but Tjaden knew he could compete with anyone in Shey’s Orchard.

“My son will compete in the open competition,” he told Tellef without looking away.

Tjaden smiled. And I’m going to win.

 


*****

 


The first day of the Swap and Spar started with vending, trading, and crafting, and ended with an auction. Tjaden, Mikel, and Lira spent most of the day selling grapefruit, oranges, and honey. They sold more than usual to the steady stream of townsfolk intent on hearing Tjaden’s account first hand. He tried to deflect the questions before folk from outlying towns overheard and started rumors of their own.

Tjaden volunteered to pick up the glass his father had ordered for a framed mirror he was making for Mother.

“I need a break from all these questions,” he explained.

His father handed him the coins with a knowing smile and Tjaden rushed to find the mirror maker’s booth. His excitement peaked when he saw Elora tending it. She was singing quietly to herself while polishing a large mirror.

The small booth was lined with dozens of mirrors and he could see Elora’s beautiful face from every angle. As always, the sight of her made him feel ten feet tall. If I could only talk to her without sounding like a fool.

She must have seen his reflection because she turned and their eyes met, his quickly falling to the ground. Her dark hair, smiling eyes, and wide grin always made him comfortable and nervous at the same time. He could make it through life as happy as a tove under a sundial if he could see just that smile once in a while.

“How are your arms?” Elora asked, reaching for one arm at a time and inspecting them both carefully.

“They’re fine,” Tjaden said, flushing. He’d stopped bandaging them, but wore long sleeves to avoid drawing attention. Judging by the stares he’d received all day, covering his arms only added to the intrigue.

Elora pulled up the cotton sleeves and softly traced the rows of stitches in each wound. The tingle her finger sent up his arms and down his spine made Tjaden blush even more deeply.

“When will you remove the thread?” she asked.

“After the sparring tomorrow. If I got hit after taking them out it would break them wide open again.”

As Elora finished inspecting his arms she said, “Tjaden, I didn’t thank you for saving me.” She rose up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

He’d never felt so pleased or tense in his life. “So is the mirror ready?” he blurted out, not knowing what else to say.

“Of course,” Elora replied, smiling broadly at his uneasiness.

From the back of the makeshift shop she produced a rectangular tin-backed mirror. It wasn’t the fanciest type of mirror her father made, but it was a step up from the bronze style. His reflection was clear enough to make him self-conscious.

How can she look at me without thinking that I failed her? Tjaden took the mirror in order to turn it away from himself. After handing her a silver and two coppers he hesitated a moment to appreciate the scene of a dozen Eloras. With the exception of the fiery image of her looming over the bandersnatch, it was the most beautiful sight of his life.

As he turned and walked away she called, “Good luck tomorrow. Those boys don’t stand a chance.” Tjaden didn’t bother telling her that he wasn’t in the boys division; he just walked away with the new glass and a smile that didn’t leave his face for the rest of the day.

The first item up for auction was Zelena’s turtle pie, which led to a heated bidding war between two brothers, Burt and Talex. Talex paid a staggering nine coppers for the pie and most people figured the brothers wouldn’t speak to each other again at least until the next Swap and Spar.

The auctioneer took a bad step and tumbled off the stage, uninjured. Appropriately he was offering a cask of aged whiskey at the time. The crowd roared with laughter as Caleb shouted, “That must be some good swill!” The bid doubled in seconds.

Toward the end of the auction a Yew longbow made in Palassiren was offered for sale. Tjaden was surprised to see his father bid on it since his bow was still in decent shape. Besides, this one looked too small for his large frame. It was a fine bow, maybe the finest in Shey’s Orchard, but Tjaden couldn’t figure out why his father would want it. Mikel won the auction, but it cost him ten silvers.

Ollie leaned over to Tjaden and said, “Looks like you’re getting a new bow.”

“Are you kidding?” Tjaden shook his head. “That bow cost more than my horse. If I’m lucky I’ll get his old one.”

“What would you want with that old nag?” Ollie asked with a wink.

“The bow, not the horse,” Tjaden said.

Ollie shook his head and said, “Mark my words – you’ll be holding that bow come your birthday.”

The boys spent the rest of the evening at the bonfire. Ollie glutted himself on double helpings at the traditional bird buffet—quail, dove, borogove, duck, turkey, ostrich and even Jubjub. Tjaden ate a hearty yet moderate portion, wanting to be fresh in the morning for his first match.

The sounds from the festival trailed away as Tjaden walked home. He was only half a day away from the beginning of the first major turning point in his life. Excitement and anticipation coursed through his veins, and there was no way he could sleep. Alone in the moonlight behind his house, Tjaden went through all the forms he knew. He and his staff incapacitated hundreds of imaginary opponents.

After half an hour of sparring, he was exhausted. Sitting in the cool night air, he visualized his victory the next day. Eventually he stopped sweating and his body cooled. Feeling both peaceful and eager, he went to bed.

The next morning, Tjaden stood with the other twenty-eight entrants waiting to find out who each would face in his first match. The auction scaffolding had been removed from the wabe. In its place the battle circle and rows of elevated seating for spectators had been erected. The names for the first round were drawn at random, with the first two winners facing each other in the second round and so on.

The men ranged in age from Larse, who had seen more than four decades, to Tjaden. As they stood lined up in the morning sun, most stretched and attempted to shake their jitters down their arms and legs and out their fingers and toes.

But the worry was lost on Tjaden. He never expected to experience anything as daunting as the recent encounter with the bandersnatch with Elora’s life as the prize. Even when he became an Elite, the only stakes would be his life and the life of his fellow soldiers. As long as Elora was safe, he didn’t think he’d ever worry about a battle.

Despite his calm, the importance of the day weighed heavily on Tjaden. If he didn’t win, it would be two years until he had another chance. It might as well be twenty. But Tjaden was confident in his fighting abilities, and his self-assurance only grew as he stood unmoving in a line of fidgeting men.

“Whit versus Bren,” announced Mayor Tellef as the first names were drawn.

“Stefen versus Pratt.”

Stefen was the defending champion. In fact, the last six champions came from Stefen’s family. They were a rough crew with ten boys that lived in the hills and raised cows. Wrestling cattle their whole lives gave them the brawn they needed to be dominant in any physical competition. In addition, they were a cruel bunch and the older brothers ensured that each succeeding boy was tougher than the previous. Their constant mistreatment had turned the younger ones into an excellent bunch of brawlers. Stefen was the youngest in the family.

“Thom Cooper versus Willam.” Tellef’s booming voice filled the air. “Talex versus Rox.”

“Kill ‘im, Rox!” was heard from the crowd. No one was surprised to see it was Talex’s brother, Burt, doing the yelling.

“Thom Thomson versus Hannon. Larse versus Elis. Damen versus Jace. Tjaden versus Brune.”

Brune visibly paled and shrank upon hearing the match-up. Tjaden on the other hand, couldn’t have been happier. Not only was Brune an easy opponent to warm up on, but he could get even for the older boy’s actions of the previous week and previous years. Tjaden concealed his delight, determined to take vengeance in the battle circle.

Tjaden was also pleased that he wouldn’t meet Stefen until the final round, assuming they both made it that far. There was a possibility of facing two of Stefen’s brothers before that, but he felt Stefen was the biggest threat. Focused on Brune and Stefen, Tjaden didn’t hear the announcement of the last six match-ups.

The contest took place in a circle ten paces across. Each combatant’s staff was wrapped with wool to soften the blows. The goal of the contest was to land five blows or force the opponent out of the bounds of the circle. Strikes to the head resulted in the loss of one point, or disqualification if the struck fighter was unable to continue. One loss and the tournament ended for that fighter.

The entire town was present, as well as the king’s representative. He was one of ten Legates who traveled across Maravilla as a spotter for the King’s Elite. Many towns and few Legates meant representatives of the Elites only attended every second year.

Only the finest fighters were invited to attend the training Academy, and it was cause for celebration if a town produced such a fighter. Not every man in the kingdom wanted to be an Elite, but those skilled enough to win a chance at the Academy had gained that skill after years of practice. In the history of the Academy only a handful had rejected an invitation.

The Legate watched both the boys’ and the men’s competitions to determine if the winners would be offered an invitation to the Academy. Runners up and other contestants were not eligible without the personal approval of Captain Darieus, commander of the Elites. Since the Captain was not in attendance, there would be no exceptions this year.

The boys’ tournament took place first. The level of skill had dropped considerably when Tjaden decided to compete in the men’s contest. Fourteen boys between the ages of eleven and fifteen fought for the title.

Ollie had never mastered staff fighting, but had practiced some trick moves that kept the crowd entertained. He started his first match by advancing and parrying a few times. Then he stepped back out of range and dropped one end of his staff, holding it like a walking stick. In the exact instance his confused opponent dropped his guard, Ollie used his foot to kick the planted end of his staff up. It struck the gullible lad’s staff and knocked it out of his grasp. Ollie easily finished off his unarmed opponent.

His second match was against Thom Thomson’s son, Zee. He came close to winning by planting his staff and launching himself forward, leading with both legs. He caught Zee by surprise and sent him sprawling backwards toward the edge of the ring. Ollie turned and started doing a victory dance, thinking his opponent had fallen out of bounds. “I am the best! I…”

An unexpected leg sweep brought him down flat on his back, and he blacked out.

“…am the best ever,” he mumbled when he came around, picking up where he had been singing.

Zee won his next two matches to become the Youth Champion. He received the trophy, but the Elite Legate was not impressed enough to extend an invitation to the Academy.

The open competition followed. Tjaden waited anxiously for the first seven matches to end. Stefen easily beat Pratt without getting touched. Much to Burt’s dismay, his brother Talex advanced past Rox in a sloppy fight. The other five matches ended without incident.

Tjaden stepped confidently into the circle for his first fight, stealing a quick glance at Elora. She was smiling and even from a distance he saw a glimmer in her eyes.

Ten feet tall.

He was a little surprised when Brune entered the circle, instead of finding an excuse to forfeit. Brune’s stance was defensive before the fight began—a bulldog waiting for a beating—and Tjaden’s opening assault sent him backing step by step out of the ring, landing in the grass. The crowd cheered as Brune rose quickly from the ground and stormed from the wabe.

As the sun crossed the sky the competition became more intense. Tjaden’s second match lasted longer than the first, but not much. He struck five blows without taking any damage. The hours and years he’d spent training with the staff paid off.

Upon reaching the third round he was one of eight fighters remaining in the competition. His aggressive fighting style was countered by Langon’s excellent defense and it turned into one of the longest battles of the day. Tjaden’s tirelessness won the match for him. The final score was five to one, but Tjaden had expended much more energy than he wanted to.

Ten days had passed since the encounter with the bandersnatch. The wounds on his forearms were holding up well, with only two spots bleeding through the stitches.

Four fighters remained. Stefen facing Thom Cooper and Tjaden battling Algus, Stefen’s brother. The anticipation of the crowd reached a new height as Stefen and Thom Cooper stepped into the ring. The majority of the crowd rooted for Stefen, hoping a victory two years in a row would be sufficient to impress the Legate and earn him an invitation to the Academy—the first in Shey’s Orchard in nearly twenty years.

As expected, Stefen handled Thom Cooper. Not overwhelmingly, but proficiently enough to earn a win. Immediately after the fight, he approached his brother Algus. With the anxious crowd calling for the next fight, the brothers stood looking into each other’s eyes conversing in tones too low for anyone else to hear. While Tjaden couldn’t tell for sure what was being said, he knew it went beyond brotherly well-wishes and congratulations.

Tellef called the next two names and Tjaden and Algus stepped into the circle. Tjaden concentrated on his task; the roar of the crowd was merely background noise. Only the two brothers separated him from victory and from a chance at being invited to the Academy. He felt as focused as when he faced the bandersnatch in the nearly impossible task of protecting Elora.

The only mode of fighting Tjaden knew or had ever considered was all out attack. In staves the goal was to strike your opponent, and he did it with a passion that was unmatched in Shey’s Orchard. He knew he was fighting at his best when he felt like a mighty waterfall, relentlessly buffeting his opponents.

Today was such a day.

The instant the fight began Tjaden advanced on Algus like a cat on a mouse. Surprisingly, Algus didn’t attempt to defend himself or take the offensive, but turned his body full into Tjaden’s first attack, allowing a solid blow to land on his upper arm. He gave up the point, but as Tjaden’s blow bruised him, he swung a vicious, tight strike directly at Tjaden’s exposed forearm.

A collective gasp from the crowd sucked the air from the arena as excruciating pain brought Tjaden to the brink of unconsciousness. Instinct took over and he kept up his ferocious attack. The scheme was a purposeful attack on Tjaden’s injured arms, and not even worth a point. In the clarity of battle Tjaden realized what Stefen and Algus had been discussing before the match.

The sparring portion of Swap and Spar had always been attended by sportsmanship and respect. Purposefully injuring an opponent without attempting to gain a point was unheard of. But the chance for a family member to attend the Academy had tainted the fair play of the tournament.

Blood poured from Tjaden’s left forearm and he could barely grasp the staff with his left hand, but that didn’t stop him from seeking total victory over his unscrupulous opponent. An aggressive attack was the only thing that could keep him in the tournament. Algus was so busy avoiding being pummeled that he could attempt no strikes of his own. One by one, Tjaden earned the remaining four points required for victory. As soon as the fight was over he fell to his knees, clutching the injured arm.

Methos rushed in and inspected Tjaden’s battered arm. As the doctor led him away, Tjaden caught a glimpse of Elora’s concerned face, and some of the pain faded from his body.

Tjaden was disappointed to find that not only had dozens of stitches been torn free, but his forearm was disfigured, now forming a lazy S shape. His father and Methos tried to convince him to give up and not risk further injury, but they had a better chance of convincing water to run uphill.

Tjaden bit leather as the doctor set the bone, then added dozens of stitches twice as wide as the original ones. A splint, bandages, and a swathe were placed to prevent Tjaden from reflexively using the arm as a shield. He chose a shorter staff that could be hefted with one hand, more like a sword.

As Tjaden stepped back into the circle for his final battle, the surprised crowd exploded with applause, but as far as Tjaden was concerned only three people were present – himself, his opponent, and a dark-haired girl with a light in her eyes that he could see half a wabe away.

Tellef wasted more breath trying to talk Tjaden out of fighting. When Tjaden refused to be convinced, Tellef backed out of the circle. Tjaden swung his stubby weapon on each side of his body and stared at Stefen.

As soon as Tellef announced the start of the fight the combatants rushed each other, both trying to gain the offensive. They each earned a point with their initial blows, but as Stefen regrouped for the next attack Tjaden was already making another thrust. Tjaden’s one-armed awkwardness gave Stefen a chance to block, but Stefen had lost the offensive, and Tjaden’s aggressiveness made it nearly impossible to recover.

He continued the assault. Thrust. Strike. Reverse swing. Tjaden managed to gain two more points, but the battle was at a stalemate with Tjaden working much harder in his off-balanced attack than Stefen was defending it. Stefen watched for an opening on Tjaden’s left side, since all the attacks came from the right. With expert timing he earned a couple points of his own.

Three points each. He knew no one would believe that he could last this long using only one arm with a staff. But he was going to the Academy and Stefen was the only thing in his way. The only avenue to training was victory.

Stefen had figured out how to penetrate the single handed attack so Tjaden decided to change his strategy. He forced himself to take a defensive stance, catching Stefen by surprise with the reprieve. They circled once or twice and as Stefen stepped in to make his first blow Tjaden instinctively struck instead of defending. They both connected and were awarded one point.

Four points each.

In the split second it took for them to regain their stance Tjaden thought, One point. One point separated him from victory. Surely his youth, his injury, and competing against men would give him the prestige in the Legate’s eyes to earn the invitation. All I have to do is score one point.

Tjaden didn’t have the stamina for much more all out attack, and he couldn’t thrust or parry efficiently enough with only one arm. His best chance was to lure Stefen out of the ring.

Staying on the defensive, he allowed Stefen to drive him back little by little. When Tjaden was less than a foot away from the line, he thrust, purposely missing Stefen and inviting a counter-thrust. The counter came, and Tjaden was ready for it. Discarding his own staff, he grasped Stefen’s and pulled him toward the circle’s edge.

The battle was taking place in slow motion. Stefen’s eyes grew wide as he realized the ruse. His momentum carried him forward, unable to stop. He spun, wrenching his staff from Tjaden’s hand and thrust it forward. Tjaden pulled away as he watched the tip of the staff approach his chest.

He could see the grain in the wood, smell the dust in the air, and taste sweat at the corners of his mouth. His dreams hung in the air as he watched the staff make contact with his shirt and lightly tap his chest, releasing time. Stefen sprawled out of the ring and Tellef signaled one point for Stefen.

The tip of the staff had touched Tjaden a fraction of a second before Stefen crossed the line. The match was lost. His dream was dead for two more years.

 










PART II

 


“Beware the Jabberwock, my son!

The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun

The frumious Bandersnatch!”

 


Day. Despair. As the sun rose in the sky his rage mounted. It had grown for months. Gnawing. Swelling. Not much longer. He had been alone too long and the fury would soon be uncontrollable. He closed his eyes and drew a cavernous breath that emptied the dense forest of air. As he exhaled, trees in the vicinity swayed and lost leaves.

A borogove griped nearby. Before its pitiful cry was through, he lashed out his tail and flattened the creature. How dare it disturb his despondent trance.

Anger. Hate. He lashed out one arm, severing a small copse of trees at their trunks. He closed his eyes again and images of the past filled his consciousness. Days that were different, when he was not alone. When fury did not rule him. Days when hate was foreign to him. Days that were no longer days, but mere memories. The images persisted, but he was incapable of experiencing the former feelings and he was consumed.

Alone no longer, he growled.

With a bellow, he sent a flock of small birds tumbling into flight. Hatred filled him and he rose powerfully into the air. His rage had reached a frenzy and he would not rest until it was sated. As he flew in search of human prey, for only human prisoners would slake his wrath, the image of one human filled his mind. And one thought.

Revenge.

 


*****

 


Tjaden was inconsolable. The town heaped praise on him after the match, but all their compliments and consolation stung like clothing rubbing against a wound—each word reminding him of the injury. Victory had eluded him, the Legate’s hands were tied, and he was a farmer for two more years. He enjoyed farming, and if he didn’t have his mind set on being an Elite he would embrace it with fervor, just as a coyote contented itself on a lizard dinner only after a fat rabbit had been snatched away.

The crowd continued to press him, though Tjaden just wanted to get away. Each face that presented itself just caused his own to redden, and he found it hard to meet people’s eyes. Though they had nothing but supportive words for him he knew they thought he was an arrogant fool for entering the men’s competition.

After the crowds thinned, the Legate approached. Tjaden forced himself to meet the man’s gaze despite his humiliation. But just like the townsfolk, the Legate congratulated Tjaden and let him know that his aggressive fighting was brilliant.

“And more importantly,” he told Tjaden, “your mettle is as strong as metal.”

“Thank you, Sir. I will see you at the Academy in two years.” He forced himself to say it, but for the first time he wondered if it would actually happen.

“I believe you will, Tjaden. I believe you will.”

Elora was especially enthusiastic in her congratulations and condolences. As she hugged him, Tjaden didn’t feel the pain in his forearm. Even his disappointment and embarrassment faded.

She said, “I, for one, am glad you’ll be around for the next couple years.”

As usual, he had no reply.

Eventually the wabe cleared and people returned to their homes, still talking about the final match between Tjaden and Stefen. The majority was both saddened by the lack of a Legate’s invitation and agog at the drama of the day. The only way it could have ended better for the town of Shey’s Orchard and its citizens was if Tjaden had edged Stefen instead of the other way around.

The following morning Tjaden was awakened by a pair of borogoves jeering disinterestedly in turn. He got out of bed and peered at them through his wooden slat window and decided he had been wrong—they actually did look more bored and pathetic than they sounded.

They still don’t look half as pitiful as I feel.

Breakfast was bread and slabs of rath meat with fresh juice. The brightness of the green meat and orange juice annoyed him. He forced down mouthfuls of food, casting a dismal feeling over the room.

His relentless mother told him again that she was extremely proud of him. “Besides,” she insisted, “you’re only fifteen. You have time.”

“I don’t want time. I want training. I’m ready now.” He was in the worst temper of his life. His voice was gruff and his manner as rough as he could manage.
 His father joined the conversation. “There’s no reason to be uffish with your mother, Tjaden. Maybe you are ready now, but that’s not the point. You know the life of a soldier is all about discipline and following rules. Well, this is your first test; how will you face it?”

Tjaden set his jaw. Through clenched teeth he said, “I’ll pass any test they give me. Including this one.”

He went to work in the groves with his whole heart and body, less one arm. Lacking the use of the arm frustrated him since he wanted to lose himself in work. He wanted to forget, if only for a few days. As he attacked weeds, dug irrigation ditches, and picked fruit the agony began to fade. But it still felt like a bruise in the back of his mind that refused to heal.

One week after the Swap and Spar, Tjaden and his father finished work early. Tjaden grabbed his staff and loped to Falon’s workshop to see if Ollie was free. When he arrived they were making the last batch of soap for the day. He waited as they combined the lye solution and lard, mixed the blend, poured the finished product into molds, and placed it on shelves to harden.

The two liberated boys made their way to the wabe planning their day and a half of freedom. Knowing Tjaden wouldn’t be content until they did some sparring, they decided to start with that.

Located in the center of every town, the wabe was a place for gathering and relaxing. Each wabe, so named because it extended way beyond and way behind, featured a large sundial in the center. As certain as the sundial in the center of every wabe, were the toves which built their nests underneath. Toves constructed nests in other locations, but nowhere as predictably as under the oversized timepieces. They preferred the large grassy areas for foraging, and the tight plugs of sod they extracted as they gimbled kept the grass green and healthy.

Toves were spindly and spirally from muzzle to tail. Their faces resembled badgers, but with a long, pinched proboscis of a nose. They didn’t have hair—their skin was similar to that of a smooth, brown lizard, and they had the stubby legs to match. A coiled tail protruded from their posterior which they used for boring into the ground. They gyred their entire body in successive circles as they sank their corkscrew tails into the soil. After boring the wagger to a sufficient depth, they extracted it along with a narrow cylinder of earth which they examined for worms and grubs.

After shoeing a few of the slithy animals from the area, they prepared for their duel. Tjaden’s left arm was still bandaged and he wore a swathe to confine it. Ollie’s excitement at fighting a disadvantaged Tjaden showed as he fidgeted with his staff before they began sparring. Tjaden was usually a larger pup toying with the runt of the litter. But now that he was injured, Ollie acted like the big brother.

Ollie scored much more than usual, and it was obvious by the way he spoke. “Give up now and I’ll stop hurting you. You fight like an injured borogove. I let you have that one ‘cause I felt sorry for you, cripple.”

In the middle of a particularly long exchange, Ollie looked over Tjaden’s shoulder and asked, “Who’s that coming up the road?”

“Yeah, I’m going to fall for that,” Tjaden replied, jabbing at Ollie’s midsection.

“No, I’m serious,” Ollie said, blocking. “There’s a dust trail.”

Tjaden took three steps back before looking away from Ollie and was surprised to see he was telling the truth—a line of horses approached from the South.

There were no wagons in the group, so he knew they weren’t peddlers or traders. No one on the outlying farms to the south had a dozen horses or enough men to fill the saddles. As the horses approached it became clear that the steeds were more impressive than plain farm animals—those men were soldiers.

By the time the company arrived in the center of town a small gathering awaited. The men on the horses were distinguished and solemn. With perfect posture and a dignified air, they exuded discipline. Their uniforms were dark blue, almost black, signifying the highest level in the king’s service. These were not mere soldiers. They were Elites.

The soldiers rode in two columns. The Elites rode on the right, wearing swords or battle axes. Emblazoned on their uniforms and on their horses’ barding were the Circle and the Sword—the symbol of the Elites. Each was accompanied on the left by his Fellow. They wore the same uniforms, but without the Circle and the Sword. The Fellows’ weapons were more varied—mostly bows and crossbows, but Tjaden noticed one Fellow with a spear and an assortment of throwing daggers.

Tjaden took personal pride in the appearance of the unit. One day he would ride alongside these men.

At the head of the column rode the Captain of the Elites. He was also the General of the army, and the most respected man in the Kingdom—Captain Darieus. The only person as well known was King Barash himself.

Captain Darieus hadn’t visited Shey’s Orchard since Tjaden was seven years old, but there was no mistaking him. He was roughly the same age as Tjaden’s father. His face was lined with experience, and his back was as straight as decades of leadership. Rows of square medals covered the left side of his chest. He was proud, but did not come off as arrogant.

He pulled his imposing mount up to the assembled crowd with his men forming two perfect columns behind him. After quickly surveying the crowd, his eyes settled on Tjaden. Allegiance filled Tjaden. This is a man worth following into battle.

“I intended to ask for directions to Tjaden Mikelson’s residence. But either my deductive skills have gotten as rusty as a sword left out in winter, or he’s standing in front me.”

“Yes, Sir. I’m Tjaden.”

“Tjaden, I am Captain Darieus, of His Majesty’s Elite. We need to talk.”

 


*****

 


Half an hour later, five people sat around the table in the kitchen of Tjaden’s modest home—Tjaden, his parents, Ollie and Captain Darieus.

His father said, “We’re honored to have you in our home, Captain.”

“Thank you, Mikel. I’m sure you are aware I’m here regarding your son. As I was traveling to Palassiren we encountered Legate Whitroe. I questioned him regarding any promising recruits he had discovered and he was overflowing in his praise of Tjaden. Did Tjaden truly battle a bandersnatch single-handedly?”

Tjaden cringed. Why did he have to bring that up? He’ll find out for sure I had to be rescued.

“Yes, he did,” his father said. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

Looking at Tjaden, Captain Darieus said, “Why did you not attempt to flee? The bandersnatch is a particularly ferocious fighter, but rarely pursues a foe. Until, of course, it reaches a frumious state.”

Tjaden’s father answered. “A friend of his, a young lady,” he glanced at Tjaden, “was cornered on a ledge. The creature was advancing on her. I don’t think Tjaden thought about it, just jumped between them.”

Tjaden decided to admit his weakness before someone else did. He interjected, “To be fair, Sir, I wouldn’t have survived if Elora hadn’t distracted it and my dad hadn’t shown up. The bandersnatch was aggressive, sure. But it didn’t feel like sticking around to let my father fill it with arrows.”

“I’ve seen a bandersnatch dispatch a half dozen men armed with proper weapons.” Looking directly at Tjaden, Captain Darieus continued, “The gallantry displayed in that encounter is the precise attribute we desire in recruits. Not to mention your determined fighting despite the broken arm. Skill and discipline we can teach if a young man has a shred of talent, but heart…I believe heart is an innate characteristic.”

Tjaden’s face flushed, but his back straightened and his eyes gleamed. This was not the empty praise of townspeople. Captain Darieus’ approval meant something.

Actually, it means everything.

“Tjaden, based on your outstanding performance despite debilitating injury, and unparalleled courage defending a vulnerable individual, I formally invite you to attend the Elite Training Academy.”

Tjaden wanted to jump out of his chair and holler. He maintained his composure and managed to say, “Thank you, Sir. You won’t be disappointed.”

“I believe you are right. You have remarkable potential, but training is exceedingly difficult. And being one of our most promising recruits will make it more difficult, not easier.”

They struck hands firmly. Tjaden’s mother rushed to embrace him, and her tears wetted his face. His father shook his hand and said, “I’m proud of you, Son.”

Tjaden had to fight back tears of his own. He would not embarrass himself in front of Captain Darieus.

On his way out the door, Captain Darieus added, “Training starts in six weeks. Give some serious thought to who you will choose for your Fellow. A contingent of soldiers will escort you and your father to Palassiren when the time arrives.”

It seemed half the town was waiting when Tjaden exited. Unable to control his excitement, he thrust a clenched fist into the air. That, along with the triumphant look on his face, sent the crowd into jubilant celebration.

Before Captain Darieus mounted, he approached Tjaden’s father and in a voice not meant to be heard over the crowd said, “The young lady who…” The townspeople swept Tjaden away and he heard no more.

Although Tjaden knew the next six weeks would feel like six years, he was caught in a swift current from crowd to throng to celebration. An impromptu feast was held in Tjaden’s honor. The residents of Shey’s Orchard converged on the wabe bringing food, musical instruments, and a euphoria that Tjaden had never experienced.

Despite his exhilaration, one small part of him questioned if he had truly earned the invitation. Tjaden would never pass up the chance to become an Elite, but this was not how he wanted it to happen. He was grateful to the townspeople for not bringing up the fact, though he was sure he had lost some respect in their eyes.

Elora attended with her family and they were even more excited than Tjaden had expected. After warmly congratulating Tjaden, Elora’s father, Aker, said, “Well, Elora, are you going to tell him the good news?”

Elora took him by the hand and led him through the mob of well-wishers to a spot at the edge of the wabe.

Tjaden couldn’t wait. “What is it?”

“You’re not going to believe it. Captain Darieus wants Father and me to go with you to Palassiren for the induction ceremony!”

Tjaden, already slightly immobile in Elora’s presence, was paralyzed.

She continued in the best imitation of a gallant voice she could manage. “I am to ‘recount the heroic acts and selfless display of courage,’ and ‘relate the ferocious and brutal nature of the frumious bandersnatch’.”

“No,” Tjaden exclaimed at the thought of being made an example for the other recruits.

“No?” Elora responded in surprise.

“No. Yes!” He was torn by conflicting emotions.

“Yes?”

“No…yes you should come, but no I don’t want a big deal made. I know how competitive those men will be, and this’ll just make my life harder.”

“Well I’m proud of you. And I’ll tell the whole world if I get the chance.”

“Elora,” Tjaden said awkwardly. “I didn’t do it for the whole world. I did it because you…” he grasped her shoulders and almost forgot what he intended to say when he stared into her brilliantly dark eyes. “You, not someone else, were going to die if I didn’t do something.”

“So you decided to die instead of me?” Elora’s eyes somehow grew even wider and he couldn’t tell if she was angry or appreciative.

“What do you call clubbing a bandersnatch on the side of the head? If that thing had an ear it would be deaf now.”

Elora grinned as Tjaden continued, staring down into her eyes, “Besides, I’m still here. But I would have died for you.” High on his recent success he continued with uncharacteristic boldness. “For you I’d catch a live Jubjub bird, tame it, and teach it to say ‘Elora’. For you I’d fight a dozen bandersnatches using a fork for a sword and a corncake for a shield. For you I’d visit every town in the kingdom to prove there is no one to match your beauty. For you I’d kill the mighty Jabberwock.”

Overcome, Elora wrapped her arms around him and disappeared in his embrace. For the first time in his life he wished he never had to leave Shey’s Orchard.

Elora’s voice came out muffled. “Just come home, Jay. Come home.”

He wished he could stay there all night, but the crowd swept the pair back to the celebration. His exultant mood had little to do with the festivities.

The next day Tjaden asked Ollie to accompany him as his Fellow. True to form Ollie responded, “Of course I’m going with you. The real reason they invited you was because they knew I’d be your Fellow.”

“Why didn’t they just invite you?” Tjaden asked, humoring him.

“I’d make all the other Elite recruits look bad. As a Fellow I’ll be able to blend in. It’s for the best.” He nodded confidently.

The days passed so slowly Tjaden felt like he had to physically drag time to get through each one. His arms healed from the damage the bandersnatch inflicted and the bone mended where it had broken. He continued to practice sparring and improve his physical condition. Tjaden felt stronger than ever.

Plans and preparations were made as their departure crept closer. The town as a whole arranged to assist his mother with the groves while he and his father made the trip to Palassiren. Adele, Elora’s mother, insisted that she didn’t need any help. Aker had cast enough rough mirrors for her to finish while he escorted Elora to the capital.

The evening before they were to leave, a more subdued gathering took place on the wabe. It was a chance for the townsfolk, including both of Tjaden’s brothers to wish him and Ollie luck and say goodbye.

The sun had just set when they returned home. His father, looking very solemn, gathered him and Ollie. “After I escort you to Palassiren, it will be over a year until we see each other again.” He paused. “I…want to make sure you know I’m proud of you. Both of you.”

For the second time in two months his father had praised him. Tjaden didn’t know how to react and felt a little uneasy. He realized there was something comforting about his father’s usual stoic nature.

“Ollie,” his father continued, “I have something for you.” He went into his room and came out holding the yew longbow from the auction.

Speechless, Ollie accepted the bow and examined the superb weapon. Tjaden noticed his glance out the window to see if any daylight remained. Surprisingly, there was moisture in Ollie’s eyes.

Tjaden couldn’t resist. “I don’t know which surprises me more, you being speechless or you crying. I haven’t seen you cry since you fell out of that grapefruit tree, how long ago was it? Two weeks?”

Ollie kept his eyes on the bow. “Muzzle it! This is the best bow I’ve ever seen, and easily the finest in Shey’s Orchard. And it’s been six years since I fell out of that tree.”

His father didn’t intervene. Ollie could take a little of what he had dished out for so many years.

“Thank you,” Ollie said as he embraced the closest person he had to a father. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“Wow, at a loss for words for the second time tonight,” Tjaden said. “That bow has changed you already.”

Tjaden was shocked that his father had given Ollie the exceptional bow; they were both convinced it was destined to be Tjaden’s. But the bow was the perfect gift for Ollie. Tjaden should’ve known all along it was intended for his friend.

Before Ollie could retort, his father spoke up. “We’ll see how detached you act after you see this.”

He walked across the small dining area, reached behind the hutch, and withdrew a four foot long object wrapped in burlap. He handed it to Tjaden, who solemnly accepted the gift.

Please be a sword!

His optimism was confirmed. The sword he unwrapped was one-handed, although the hilt was long enough to provide a counter balance and could be grasped with two hands if desired. Wrapping his fingers around the hilt, he slowly withdrew it from the hard leather sheath.

It was not just any sword; it was a masterpiece. Tjaden could only stare, mouth agape.

“Who’s speechless now?” said Ollie wryly.

Tjaden barely heard him. “Where did you get this? I’ve never seen a finer sword in my life!”

The blade was not straight, rather it had wave-shaped edges, giving it the appearance of a dangerous, meandering river. The steel itself was folded, a time intensive method of crafting in which layer upon layer of thin steel was pounded flat, adding strength that a solid cast blade lacked.

“I ordered it from Palassiren. It’s a sword worthy of an Elite. What do you think of the hilt?”

Tjaden flexed his fingers and extended the sword in front of him. Unlike other swords, this one was an exact fit in his large hand. “It fits perfectly! It’s unlike anything I’ve ever held.”

“I had them forge the hilt from a mold of my hand. The blade’s lighter than a straight sword of the same width, but it’s reach is half a hand longer.”

Tjaden continued to marvel at the excellent craftsmanship. Like a newborn foal testing its legs, he cautiously swung the sword. The close quarters forced him to be content with examining the weapon. He felt the edge with his thumb. “Sharp, but not too sharp. Perfect for penetrating armor or bone, but the edge won’t fold the first time I strike steel.”

He longed to spend hours trying the blade, getting accustomed to the length and forging the metal into an extension of his right arm. But night had fallen and the Elites would be waiting for them at sunrise.

After another lingering look at the sword, Tjaden replaced it in the sheath which was etched with flames. The sheath alone would have thrilled him. After leaning it carefully by the front door next to his father’s bow and quiver, he thanked his father as profusely as he knew how.

Ollie carried his bow into the small bedroom they shared. Tjaden’s bed covered nearly half the room, and on the days Ollie slept there they slid the trundle bed out from under Tjaden’s, leaving only two small walkways along the walls.

“You know that would fit better in the front room,” Tjaden said when he entered.

Holding the bow protectively, Ollie replied, “If I’m not mistaken, your dad’s habit of carrying his bow saved your life. Besides,” he added candidly, “I’ve never had anything nice or new. I plan on keeping this close.”

Bracing one end of the bow with his foot, Ollie removed the string to preserve the bow’s strength.

Tjaden was convinced this would be another one of Ollie’s fleeting interests but didn’t admit it. “Tough to argue with that,” he said and blew out the lamp.

Sleep was elusive, but eventually came. Tjaden, his father, and Ollie awoke before sunrise. His mother packed a breakfast of boiled eggs and salted pork. The food for the rest of the three day trip to Palassiren would be provided by the soldiers’ cook. Tjaden and Ollie each carried a small pack that contained all they would need at the Academy.

With his sheathed sword belted around his waist and Ollie’s unstrung bow firmly in hand, Tjaden felt like the two of them could take on an army.

Embracing Tjaden, his mother looked into his eyes and said, “The next time I see you, you’ll be a man. Become the man we both know you have in you.” He hugged her again, wiped a tear from her cheek and promised that he would.

Then Tjaden the boy walked out of his house for the last time. The next time he entered he would be wearing the Circle and the Sword.

 


*****

 


As Elora approached the meeting place with her father, she didn’t know if the chills she felt came from the cool morning or anticipation of the journey to Palassiren. Tjaden, Ollie, and Mikel were already waiting, but the soldiers, who had arrived in the town the night before, were still arranging provisions for the trip. After greeting one another, the fathers talked about crops and mirrors and work and days away from work.

Elora, Tjaden, and Ollie broke off into their own conversation, speculating on what the capital was like, how hard training would be, and how little each had slept the night before. As long as Tjaden had a topic, he chatted naturally, albeit a little to-the-point. But when a lull arose in the conversation or a topic was exhausted Elora could practically hear Tjaden’s mind spinning as he tried to think up something else to talk about. While she didn’t relish his unease, she did take it as a compliment that he put so much effort into engaging her in conversation, without bragging or talking extensively about things that didn’t matter. He was a genuine person who cared about the things he did, and did the things that were important to him.

The Elites arrived shortly, along with another recruit named Rodin who lived in Peridia, eight days south of Shey’s Orchard. He was accompanied by his father and an older brother, whom he had chosen as Fellow. As soon as they started on the road out of Shey’s Orchard, Rodin sought out Tjaden and proceeded to explain why he had been chosen for the Academy, with strong undertones of why he was the greatest fighter in the land.

Elora heard every word Rodin said to Tjaden. She was sure everyone in the group heard his greatly embellished stories.

Any other boy would brag about fighting a bandersnatch, she thought. But not Tjaden.

After establishing himself as the most skilled warrior in the kingdom, Rodin spared a glance for the rest of the party. He barely noticed Elora’s father or Mikel as they discussed the merits of corn as a crop. He didn’t greet Ollie. In fact, he didn’t even seem to notice Ollie. But the unstrung bow at Ollie’s back did gain his attention and he scrutinized it from tip to tip. Shifting his gaze to Elora, he gave her a similar inspection. She was glad Tjaden hadn’t seen.

Rodin was handsome enough, but a pair of strong arms and a nice smile didn’t make up for his arrogance. Elora avoided rash judgments, but it was obvious Rodin and Tjaden were on opposite ends of the spectrum of soldiers and she made it a point to ride as far from Rodin as possible.

The morning sun cast long shadows as the group turned their horses onto the main road, the Telavir Spoke. The road traversed the kingdom, starting at Palassiren, near the center of Maravilla, and laid out a straight path to Telavir, a large shipping city on the coast far to the southwest. The Telavir Spoke was the southwestern leg of the highway system. The capital formed the hub of a large wheel with the major roads spread out in eight directions, known as Spokes. Only the Northern Spoke, which had one sharp bend through a mountain pass, was not a straight route to the outskirts of the kingdom.

The first day of travel passed uneventfully. No towns were by when nightfall arrived, so they slept out. Tjaden and the rest of the group made sure Elora, as the only female, was well taken care of. Everyone except Rodin, she noticed, who recited bromides about the inappropriateness of requiring a lady to sleep without bed or cot.

Elora was given extra mats for her bedding, and her tent was set up in the middle of camp, away from the perimeter. While she was self-reliant enough to take care of herself, she was also enough of a lady to allow the men to fulfill their responsibilities as gentlemen.

As soon as camp was set, Elora saw Ollie rush to target practice to take advantage of the little daylight that remained. The horses’ feed wagon had caught up to the group and Ollie used the hay as a backdrop for the target he’d carved out of bark. He shot ten arrows at a time, then replaced the target. Eight out of ten hit the hand-width circle, with the other two lodging in the hay.

Tjaden approached, getting accustomed to his new sword. He stopped when he noticed Elora, and sat next to her to watch Ollie practice.

Elora spoke first. “He really loves that bow, doesn’t he?”

“He does. And he’s not a bad shot. I just wonder whether he’ll stick with it long enough to become great.”

“I guess you know him better than anyone.”

“Well enough to know that the real reason all of the arrows are at least finding the hay is because he’s too lazy to miss and have to chase them down.”

Elbowing him in the side, she said, “I wouldn’t be too hard on him. Your Fellow’s bow could very well save your life someday.”

Over the week of travel, conversation became more natural for Tjaden. He beamed whenever she asked about the Elites, and knew a surprising amount of information about them. Each Elite served ten years based out of the capital, spending months on end in one deployment after another. At the end of ten years as an Elite, he entered the regular army as a Sergeant or above, still maintaining Elite status and being stationed as near his hometown as possible with a regiment of soldiers.

Listening to him talk about his future made Elora feel comfortable. Eventually Tjaden was able to ride in silence for a mile or more without acting anxious. In the week of travel, they’d spent more time together than in almost sixteen years of their lives. There had always been a mutual attraction, but until now it was shallow. Not only did she discover who he was under the composed demeanor, she bared her own personality as they chatted, joked, and bantered.

Sharing the most harrowing experience of their lives had created a bond, but the opportunity to pass hours together in relaxed travel was exactly what they needed. And Elora wasn’t disappointed in the slightest by what she learned.

Whenever Rodin approached, Tjaden grew quiet and they were bombarded with boasts and self-acclaim. Even the questions Rodin asked were merely transitions to new topic on which he was an expert. Stories and claims continued until Elora found an excuse to withdraw. She expected Rodin to pick up on her cues, but day after day he attempted to charm her, and day after day she found a new reason to ride somewhere else.

Midway through the seventh and final day of traveling, Elora pulled Tjaden out of earshot of the rest of the party. As their horses sauntered along, she said, “I know you’ll grow and mature with your training and I truly believe it will be for the best. You are the type of young man that turns into a great man. I promise that when you finish in fourteen months I will be waiting. Not that I am obligating either of us, but I will be there so we can find out how we feel. I’ll do all I can to become a woman worthy of an Elite.”

His shyness had given her a chance to deliver her prepared thoughts.

“I promise I’ll be here too,” he said. “I mean, I’ll be there. In Shey’s Orchard. You know what I mean.”

He flushed, she grinned, and they rejoined the group.

 


*****

 


Tjaden was positively beamish as they caught up with the group. The send-off from Elora was better than he could have wished for. Though he had no idea how he could compete with Rodin’s looks and confidence, apparently Elora wasn’t impressed by swagger.

Over the last week he found himself wishing the trip was seven months instead of seven days. For years he’d invented occasions to catch glimpses of Elora, and he finally had all the time he wanted. Even more exciting, she was as attractive on the inside as she was on the outside. It wasn’t surprising—just pleasing. For only the second time in his life he wasn’t in a hurry to begin training.

Everything he knew about Elora said she would keep her word. Fulfilling his dream of being an Elite wouldn’t cost him the chance for a life with her. When he returned from training in fourteen months, many girls her age would be betrothed or married. But not Elora.

The sun hung high as Palassiren came into view. From that distance neither the capital nor the mountain behind it looked very impressive. The immensity of the city did not sink in until they neared the gates half a day later.

Tjaden had imagined cities, had heard descriptions and stories, but Palassiren was an entire world crammed into four walls. As if he’d never seen an animal larger than a mouse, and was suddenly shown an elephant. Even with a proper description it had been impossible to imagine. There was no space between the buildings. No fields, no orchards. It seethed like an anthill laid out in perpendicular lanes of travel.

Night had fallen by the time the party reached the towering walls and entered the gates, but people still swarmed the lantern-lined streets on their way home, to market, or on other pressing errands. They rushed along without stopping to chat or even greeting each other.

Citizens parted as the soldiers and their companions passed, but ignored them just as they did the cobbled streets, or stars in the sky. Not even the wide-eyed newcomers drew the attention of most of the busy people.

Some shops were closed, but many vendors still lined the streets hoping to bring in a few more coins before closing for the night. The sheer diversity of shops astounded Tjaden and the other Shey’s Orchard folk. They passed cheese shops, butchers, candle makers, leather vendors who sold only saddles, and fruitstands with dozens of varieties of produce. Tjaden noticed his father’s gaze linger on such shops. He hoped his father would have some time the next day to explore the city before being escorted back home.

One shop sold an assortment of animals. Displayed in front were two Jubjub birds in adjacent cages. He had never seen one alive, but it was impossible to mistake the red color, substantial size, and the intensity with which they attempted to break through their respective cages to be together. He’d heard they lived in state of perpetual passion and now saw it was true.

Though it was a straight course from the city gate to their destination, it took nearly an hour for the horses to carry them there. The Academy was located in the Military District within the inner city. Not as thick and tall as the outer walls, the inner walls kept the populace out of the palaces and away from the military grounds.

Built to accommodate hundreds of soldiers, the training ground was immense. In the foreground of the training area a smaller section was cordoned off and accented with deep blue. The Elite training area was palatial compared to the austere grounds of the enlisted soldiers-in-training.

Before separating, the party was given a short time for farewells. But Tjaden already had his moment with his father and Elora, and didn’t feel the need for more long goodbyes. He hugged Elora, who had tears in her eyes but also wore an excited expression, and struck hands with his father and Aker.

Tjaden and Ollie were given a brief tour of the building and led to their quarters. Each Elite recruit shared a private room with his Fellow. The quarters were simple, but Tjaden and Ollie were both glad to have enough space to walk across the room without having to scoot around a trundle bed.

The stone walls of the Academy couldn’t be more unlike the friendly groves and small home he was accustomed to, but after a lifetime of imagining himself as a recruit, the walls were perfectly fitting.

After placing their few belongings in their quarters, Tjaden and Ollie retraced the path to the dining hall. Despite the late hour, dozens of soldiers were spread throughout the large room. A group of ten tables near the front of the chamber stood out from the rest. The tables were round, and made of an ornate polished wood with natural streaks of blue. The other tables in the room were sanded pine. Chairs surrounded the tables at the front of the room, as opposed to the benches which paralleled the pine tables. Spread out around three of the finer tables were about twenty men and boys without uniforms, sitting in pairs and talking in the animated manner of children before their first Swap and Spar. Tjaden immediately recognized his fellow recruits.

A heated debate was underway as Tjaden and Ollie sat with their food at one of the Elite tables. One boy, a year or two younger than Tjaden, interrupted the debate to make introductions. He started by telling them his name was Brin-Dar. They went around the table in turn, each saying their name and where they were from. A few recruits were younger than Tjaden, but most were a few years older. Two men were in their mid-twenties and one man with long, unkempt hair looked old enough to be Tjaden’s father.

The dispute began again quickly. A few of the recruits tried to convince the others that the best soldiers came from large cities. Others made the point that small towns produced better soldiers. The younger boys only listened for the most part.

“We have access to the best teachers, private lessons, and battalions of soldiers to observe,” stated a pale young man with blond hair.

A well-tanned, wiry youth spoke up. “Boys in cities grow up soft, selling trinkets in Daddy’s shop or living in mansions with servants to do the real work. Try turning a copse of trees into a home for eight people. Takes four months, but makes you into a man overnight.”

A few in the group chuckled. Ollie, never the timid type, jumped right in. “Let me ask a question—Where did Captain Darieus come from?”

Half of the group answered, “Oblahar.”

“Right,” continued Ollie. “It’s a small town in the western mountains. Most of the residents either raise cattle and horses or grow wheat. No nobles or easy living there. And what about King Barash?”

This time all of the recruits spoke at once. “Palassiren.”

The pale kid asked, “What’s your point?”

Tjaden wondered the same thing, but knowing Ollie, he had something in mind.

“Well,” said Ollie. “One is perfectly suited for military life and has protected the kingdom for two decades. The other excels at sitting on a throne and ordering servants. I think the answer’s obvious.”

The dispute erupted into a free for all, each trying to be heard above the others. Tjaden listened to the conversation with one ear, but his real interest was in his fellow recruits. They ranged from confident and friendly Brin-Dar to the pale young man who was haughty and poised, to a rigid, subdued eleventeen-year-old named Chism.

The old man, probably in his mid-thirties, sat next to Chism. Tjaden couldn’t figure out why anyone, even a wild man, would pick such a small boy as a Fellow. Until the boy grew half a foot, he wouldn’t match up with the next smallest recruit in a fight. As he tried to figure out the lad, Tjaden saw that the boy ate meticulously. Pick up fork, then knife, cut meat, stab, lift to mouth, lay down fork, lay down knife, wipe mouth twice. He repeated the pattern with every bite. Each time he laid down the knife and fork they were perfectly straight.

I guarantee his blades are free of rust and his forms with weapons are precise. There were things he could learn from each one of the recruits, whether Elite or Fellow.

Rodin joined the group, and again Brin-Dar was the first to make introductions. As soon as the last recruit was finished, Rodin went to work like a bear with a barrel of salmon. Rodin and Zarin—Tjaden caught the pale young man’s name the second time around—became instant friends and rivals. For some time the only interruptions in Rodin’s recounting of valor were Zarin’s tales of incomparable skill.

They droned on and on.

“That’s almost as good as the time I rescued a baby black bear from a cougar. Its mother came along thinking I was the threat! I fought her off without hurting her too badly.”

“Oh yeah? When I was hunting a pair of Jubjub birds I stumbled into a grizzly den—”

“And I once slew eight giants with a single arrow!” Ollie interjected loudly, referring to the legend of Bindle Surebeam. Everyone at the tables laughed uproariously at Ollie’s audacity.

That won’t make him popular with those two, thought Tjaden. But Rodin and Zarin got the point and yielded a portion of the conversation to the group.

As they finished dinner the recruits returned to their barracks, eager and apprehensive for the following day.

The next morning, Tjaden and Ollie arose and donned their new uniforms. Both wore pale blue. Not the hallowed colors of Elite or Fellow, and roughly fitting, but a peacock with a thousand tail feathers wouldn’t be prouder of his attire than Tjaden was to be outfitted in soldier’s garb. After inspecting every inch of each other’s uniforms for dirt, scuffs, and stray threads they made their way to the Assembly Hall.

Tjaden entered the hall and stopped, gazing at the huge vault of the auditorium. He’d never seen a room so large and wondered how the ceiling could stay up. What supports it?

Ollie interrupted his astonishment, urging him to take his seat alongside the other recruits.

On the stage of the Assembly Hall were two rows of twenty-one chairs in front of a large Circle and Sword banner. Some of the Elite recruits were already seated in front of their Fellows. Tjaden was shocked to see the young boy, Chism, in the front row and his gray-haired companion in the rear with the Fellows.

The walls and columns were adorned with pale blue, to match the recruit uniforms, and midnight blue for the Elites. A half dozen Elites stood at attention along each wall. Nearly two hundred people were in attendance, mostly family of the recruits. The hall could’ve held ten times that number.

A lieutenant, Markin by name, opened the ceremony by reading the names of all twenty-one recruits. After enthusiastic applause from the audience, Lieutenant Markin introduced Captain Darieus to more thunderous applause.

“Ladies and gentlemen, family and friends, the young men seated behind me have been chosen from thousands of candidates across the kingdom. Each one has already proven himself to be a superb fighter. They will soon join the preeminent fighting force not only in the kingdom of Maravilla, but in the world.”

More applause.

“Even at their young age, the recruits seated in front of you have accomplished many admirable tasks. Collu endured twelve rounds in Palassiren’s tournament this year, winning every match. Polane single-handedly killed a voracious wolf while defending his family’s flocks. Our youngest recruit, Chism, won local championships in javelin, archery, staves, and daggers.”

Sitting next to Tjaden, Chism fidgeted. Hearing Captain Darieus praise the other recruits made Tjaden’s slightly more comfortable. But none of them brought along a personal witness. I should’ve tried harder to convince Elora to stay in Shey’s Orchard. But thoughts of the time shared on the journey made him realize the sentiment was a lie.

Captain Darieus continued. “And finally, one of our recruits risked his very life to defend a helpless victim under the attack of a bandersnatch.”

A few murmurs passed through the audience. “The young lady whose life was spared by his heroism is with us today. I ask her to recount the harrowing events. Elora…”

Elora, wearing a deep green dress fancy enough for a Sixteenery, glided to the stage, briefly distracting Tjaden from his worries. But when she started talking, any hope she wouldn’t use his name vanished. She was proud of him and exaggerated his fearlessness and prowess. Her speech wasn’t long, but with each word his face turned a deeper shade of red. By the time she reached the point in the story when his father arrived, Tjaden fully expected flames to erupt on the surface of his face.

As Elora finished and Captain Darieus returned to the stage, Tjaden felt sweat trickling inside his uniform and beading on his forehead.

“Thank you, Elora,” said Captain Darieus. Turning his attention to the audience he spoke in a regal tone. “Assembled in front of you today is the greatest young fighting talent anywhere in the world. Every one of them has shown skill, valor, and dedication. I present to you the future protectors of Maravilla!”

When the applause died, Captain Darieus signaled the banner that hung behind the recruits. A circle, bisected vertically by a sword, was highlighted in white against a dark blue background. “The Circle and the Sword. The Circle represents the continuous connection between every individual in the kingdom—from a wheat farmer, to a trader, to the king’s procurer, to the king himself. The Circle becomes complete and returns to that farmer by virtue of the Sword. The Sword connects the king to the citizenry by offering protection against foreign powers, disorder, and inhuman beasts.”

Leaving the podium, he paced the stage and continued. “And this holds true not only for farmers, but for craftsmen, for hunters, and for nobles. For the newest baby and the oldest woman in the kingdom. Everyone is connected in an unending circle to each other and to the king, and only through the strength of the Sword can the Circle exist. Remove the Sword and the Circle collapses. Likewise, if the Sword is separated from the confines of the Circle, it becomes a destructive rather than uniting force.

“Each of these young men will wield the Sword because they understand that their mothers and fathers, their brothers and sons, and everyone they care for is part of the Circle.”

Tjaden caught Elora’s eye and reflexively diverted his gaze. When he looked back she wore a pleased grin.

Ten feet tall, he thought.

Captain Darieus concluded, “If your young men can complete the rigorous training, they will pledge their lives to the support of the Circle and the Sword. I commend them for the dedication necessary to reach this point and encourage them to persevere in the months to come. Thank you.”

The audience rose and cheered as Captain Darieus resumed his seat.

Lieutenant Markin spoke next. In contrast to Captain Darieus’ uplifting comments, he was practical. He told them that up to half of the recruits would not finish training. The next fourteen months would be the most grueling of their lives, and would include demanding daily schedules, tests of knowledge, and physical evaluations.

The silent crowd listened as he detailed the soldiers’ lives after they completed training. Daring rescue missions, drawn-out battles, injuries and hardship. The Elites often served as the spearhead that swayed the course of battles.

Lieutenant Markin spoke of protecting citizens from ferocious beasts such as barbantulas, bandersnatches, and targus. By the time he talked about hunting the foremost enemy of the Elites, the Jabberwocky, the only noises heard were nervous breathing and worried fidgeting.

He finished his address by saying, “Those that are strong and determined enough to endure the next fourteen months will swear an oath unique to the Elites—loyalty to Captain Darieus and to the Elites in defense of the king and the kingdom.”

Undaunted by Lieutenant Markin’s remarks, Tjaden reaffirmed, I will pass the training. I will be an Elite.

 


*****

 


One day wasn’t long enough to see a tenth of the city. Elora was still overwhelmed by its size, the variety available in the market, and the amazing sights. As she walked through Palassiren with her father and Mikel, she took in as much of the city as she could.

What stood out most was the large stone sculpture at the entrance to the training ground. It consisted of a perfect circle carved from dark blue granite, with an oversized white granite sword inside that supported the upper arch of the circle.

Despite the draw of new foods, specialized shops, and opulent mansions, she spent nearly an hour at the sculpture, and would have stayed longer if her father hadn’t rushed her away to view the palaces. Elora had little interest in war or weapons, but Captain Darieus’ speech earlier that day had impacted her deeply. It was a speech and a principle she’d never forget. Pride swelled within her as she thought of Tjaden wearing the Circle and the Sword for life once he finished training.

Before her trip she was the teenage daughter of a mirror maker in a town of little significance. Her life had been happy, but simple. She saw herself in the context of a tight knit community of people, but not much more. Now she knew she was a piece of something much grander. Not only was she an important part of Shey’s Orchard, but Shey’s Orchard was connected to every other town in the kingdom of Maravilla. Her life had never been inconsequential, but now she felt linked not only to her family and town, but to the world.

Elora passed the rest of the day with her father and Mikel viewing the sights of the city, sampling new foodstuffs, and perusing the many marketplaces.

The following morning, Lieutenant Aislin, commander of the squadron of Elites that would escort the three of them back to Shey’s Orchard, gave them two hours to spend in the city. They passed it slowly making their way through yet another market—which was more like a bazaar during the busy hours of the day. The three meandered toward the city gates taking the opportunity for one last amazed look at colorful fruits and vegetables; intricate jewelry and wood carvings; shoes, hats, and clothes of various fabrics; and countless other wares. When merchants and traders visited Shey’s Orchard, they always brought a variety of items for trade, but their wagons couldn’t hold a fraction of what Elora saw as she wandered the streets of Palassiren.

At the appointed time they met Lieutenant Aislin, who waited with three other Elites and their Fellows. The horses and supplies were already outfitted, and the party wasted no more time before leaving the city. The half squadron of Elites was on their way to an assignment in the Southwest and would be passing near Shey’s Orchard. Due to the small group, they traveled without cook or support team.

“Why isn’t Rodin’s father accompanying us?” she asked Lieutenant Aislin.

“He’ll journey with a separate group of soldiers bound for Peridia tomorrow. We aren’t going quite that far.”

Though Elora would rather stay in the city one more day and travel with the other group, it wasn’t worth disrupting the plans.

Without Tjaden and Ollie to keep her company, the first day of the trip home dragged. Having delayed for a couple hours in the city, the group was not near a town when dark approached, so they set up camp on a low lying plain near a grove of aspen and oak.

The four Elites and their Fellows quickly set up tents for themselves and their guests and lit cook fires. The smell of beef, potatoes, and turnips soon filled the air as they heated and seasoned a large pot of stew. Elora, her father, and Mikel moved closer to the fires while the food was still cooking. Eager to learn what she could about the life of an Elite, she questioned a nearby soldier.

“Where will your assignment take you?”

The dark-eyed soldier smiled nervously and answered, “I couldn’t say, Miss.”

Her father joined the conversation. “Is it normal to be in the dark regarding your destination?”

“No, Sir. This assignment is different than most.” The Elite spoke slowly and his words blended together, marking him from far in the East. He didn’t maintain eye contact with either Elora or her father and he kicked at a log as they spoke.

Maybe his heavy accent makes him nervous, thought Elora.

“How long will you be away?” she asked.

“A few weeks, I suppose,” he replied.

“Been a soldier long?” asked her father.

“Almost ten years,” answered the young man. He couldn’t be more than twenty-five years old.

“So you’ve almost earned your ten-year commission?” asked Elora.

The Elite nodded and said, “This will be my last mission with the Elites.”

He didn’t offer any more information and her father asked, “Where will you be assigned after that?”

“I’ll be the Sergeant at a post in Yaltua, where I’m from.” He motioned to the other Elites and added, “In fact, all of us are getting close to ten years.”

Before they could question him further, dinner was ready. As hungry as the soldiers were from traveling, they insisted the guests eat first and could not be convinced otherwise. Elora was shown to the front of the line and given a small bowl of fresh berries with sweet cream in addition to the aromatic stew. “Compliments of Lieutenant Aislin, and fit for a lady,” the Fellow remarked with a small bow.

Having worked up quite an appetite riding, the food in her bowls was gone before she realized it. After dinner she sat chatting with her father and Mikel, but her eyelids grew heavy and she couldn’t stay upright on the log she used as a stool. Excusing herself, she stumbled to her tent in the center of camp. More than mere exhaustion, a heavy sleepiness had settled over her and she fell asleep the moment her head touched the pack which served as a makeshift pillow.

 


*****

 


Aker sat by the coals of the fire talking with Mikel about mundane things, but the variety and ostentation of wares in the capital still filled his mind. As a craftsman, he considered himself creative, but people outside of major cities did not have an overabundance of silver to spend on frippery.

“How would it be spending your life crafting trinkets and knick-knacks?” he asked Mikel.

Mikel shook his head. “I don’t understand those snobbish folk. Some of the people I saw must spend what I earn in a month on one set of clothes.”

“Two months,” said Aker. “Shey’s Orchard suits me just fine. No one lines up to buy baubles, but we’ve always been well fed, shod, and sheltered.”

Grunting in agreement, Mikel said, “It’ll be nice to get back to work. It’s barely been a week and I already feel soft.” The conversation turned to the weather as it always did when Aker conversed with farmers.

As they bid each other a good night, Aker thought, He’d be the best father-in-law Elora could hope for. I hope training and separation aren’t too much for her and Tjaden. He ducked into the tent where Elora slept, careful to not wake her.

Just when he was halfway into a dream, a commotion outside the tent brought him up with a start. The sound of tent poles cracking was the first thing he heard, but it was soon followed by men shouting and arming themselves. Having barely slept, he was disoriented and couldn’t make out the words through the clamor.

Extricating himself from his blankets, he stood, shaking sleep from his brain. Dread filled him as he finally understood the soldiers’ cries. “Jabberwocky! To arms!”

Despite the commotion, Elora still slept. Aker crept toward the tent’s entrance. As he opened the tent flap, pain engulfed his head and the world started spinning. He just had time to worry for Elora before darkness closed in.

 


*****

 


Tjaden awoke in agony. The previous day, following the Induction Ceremony, had been the most physically demanding of his life. Surprisingly, work in the orchards didn’t compare with the strenuous Elite training.

He roused Ollie, who groaned, “I can’t move.”

The recruits were required to be in the instruction hall at sunrise, and Tjaden wasn’t going to be the first to find out the punishment for arriving late. “Get up,” he urged. “Unless you don’t want to eat before training.”

With more grunts and whimpers, Ollie swung his legs over the side of his bed. “I swear someone came into our room and beat me like a carpet while I was sleeping. And he didn’t miss anything. Even my eyelids hurt.” He blinked slowly and winced to make his point.

Tjaden grinned and said, “You and me both. You hit like a girl compared to a group of first day recruits trying to impress the lieutenant.”

Ollie must have been too sore for banter because he simply said, “From what I heard at dinner you gave your share of bruises too.”

Tjaden deflected the compliment. “You should’ve seen that kid from T’lai. Chism. Have you seen how precise he is in the mess hall? He fights exactly the same way. Every strike, thrust, and parry is precise. He’s half as strong as the rest of us, but hardly anyone could touch him.”

“You gotta watch us little guys,” said Ollie. “Skill simply surpasses size.”

Chism wasn’t the only one to bruise him. Among the recruits, Tjaden’s skills were average at best.

They dressed, each of them moaning as new sore muscles were discovered, and walked to the mess. Breakfast was buttered oatmeal and orange slices. A few of the recruits were excited at the novelty, but Tjaden and Ollie just chuckled.

After eating, the recruits made their way as a group to their classroom. Every day started with instruction on history, tactics, geography, or leadership. The room was unadorned and contained a wooden chair for each recruit with three more chairs and a low podium at the front of the classroom.

By the time Lieutenant Markin entered, they all waited rigidly behind their chairs. Noticing Captain Darieus trailing the lieutenant, every recruit attempted to straighten even further. They never suspected the captain would be instructing them.

“Sit,” said Lieutenant Markin.

They rushed to take their seats and Captain Darieus approached the podium, his stare immobilizing them. Tjaden exhaled in anticipation, and it sounded as loud as a whirlwind. Self-conscious of the noise, he held his breath and the silence returned.

Captain Darieus spoke in an even, restrained voice:

“A soldier’s life is fraught with peril;

Viscera, scalp, tendon and bone.

Targus wizened, lions feral;

Gryphon in packs or alone.

Yea, heed my words, for ‘pon the land

Roam beast and bird, you yet shall find,

More dang’rous fiends than fellowman

That feed on humankind.”

Captain Darieus’ eyes were focused as he scanned the room and his voice gained intensity. In a tone as sincere as death he continued.

“Beware the Jabberwock, my sons

With jaws that bite and claws that catch;

Beware the Jubjub bird and shun

The frumious bandersnatch.”

Tjaden felt Captain Darieus was speaking directly to him. Here was a man who had not only seen, but conquered almost every feared entity in the kingdom, whether man or beast. For two decades he had led the king’s forces, and captained the corps of Elites. The direct warning sank into Tjaden’s core.

The dramatic portion of his speech completed, Captain Darieus continued to instruct the new recruits on the history of Maravilla over the last fifty years with special emphasis placed on the twenty years since the Elites had been organized. The class sat enraptured by accounts of bravery.

Anselm the Intrepid, who stole into an enemy’s keep, lowered the drawbridge, and disabled the mechanism so it couldn’t be raised. His fellow fighters entered and took the fort, but Anselm died in the raid.

Captain Hunbold, captured in battle and tortured over five months. Not only did he withhold information through the agonizing months, but overcame his captors during a moment of lax security. He left a dozen dead guards in the wake of his escape.

Ulibear the Unflinching, Gralfax Ironneck, Poatric the Vigorous. Each account surpassed the prior.

‘Captain Darieus’ could be uttered in the same breath as any of those, thought Tjaden.

Standing nobly in front of the recruits, Captain Darieus said, “Upon completing your training, your true test will begin. Will you rise to the level of the task that faces you? Will future recruits hear your name and keep it in awe after being told of your deeds? It’s possible to live forever through the memories of your accomplishments.

“But one tale remains to be told. In a week’s time I will return to detail my encounter with and slaughter of a Jabberwocky.”

At the mention of the monster, the recruits’ restraint faltered and low murmurs filled the room. Shocked expressions registered on every face. Tjaden had always assumed there was only one Jabberwocky.

“Oh yes. The Jabberwocky can be killed and it was not always alone. I personally led the assault that claimed the life of the vile creature’s mate.”

The recruits’ eyes grew even wider.

“Such is the legacy that you have inherited. Now I ask, are you worthy to embrace such a heritage?”

Half of the recruits, including Tjaden, shouted, “Yes, Sir!”

“Will your courage match that of Anselm, Hunbold, Ulibear and Poatric?”

All of the recruits answered in unison. “Yes, Sir!”

Captain Darieus nodded. “Such deeds are required of those who wear the Circle and the Sword. Each of you at one point in your training will question your own dedication. You will doubt yourself, and wonder if the life of an Elite is right for you. But I want you to remember how you feel at this moment. I promise you the sacrifice will be worth it in the end.”

Having sufficiently impressed the recruits, Captain Darieus strode from the room with forty two sets of eyes staring after him.

The rest of the morning passed according to the planned schedule. Another hour of classroom instruction was followed by a grueling physical workout on the training grounds.

The next morning, somehow even sorer than the previous day, they sat in the classroom focusing on Lieutenant Markin’s discourse on the history of weaponry. Captain Darieus had surprised them even more than the previous day by attending the class as an observer. The lieutenant had just started speaking when an Elite rushed into the room in full riding gear. The man was dusty, out of breath, and intent on locating Captain Darieus. Markin paused as the soldier scanned the room.

After saluting formally the soldier spoke. “Captain Darieus, Sir. An urgent message.” The Elite followed the captain out.
 Tjaden wondered what matter would arrive with such immediacy. Has war broken out? Are the Elites required for an assignment?

He bemoaned the fourteen months he’d spend in training instead of completing missions and soldiering. Though Lieutenant Markin continued his lecture, the recruits shifted in their seats and glanced frequently at the door. When Captain Darieus re-entered he bore a pained expression.

Without excusing himself to Lieutenant Markin he ordered, “Tjaden, Ollie. A word.”

Tjaden instantly thought of Elora and his father. It had been less than twenty-four hours since they left the city. What could have happened? They’ve only been on the road for a day, at most. Maybe it has nothing to do with them and I’ve done something wrong. Hundreds of possibilities flooded his head as he hurried after Captain Darieus.

Once outside he didn’t make them wait. “I have unfortunate news. The company of Elites escorting Elora and your father to Shey’s Orchard was attacked last night. Just after nightfall they were beset upon by the Jabberwocky.” Tjaden’s knees went weak as Captain Darieus continued. “Your father and Aker were both knocked unconscious, but they will be fine.”

“And Elora?” Tjaden blurted in the brief pause.

“Unfortunately the contingent of soldiers that was sent to protect them was insufficient to withstand the beast. The camp was ravaged, and soldiers were killed. And…” The pause told Tjaden that Elora had not fared as well as the men. “And Elora was abducted.”

Tjaden felt as if a sword had been thrust into his chest and twisted. It was agony worse than any physical pain. He saw Ollie’s hand on his shoulder supporting him against the wall and Captain Darieus standing in front of him. His gut turned sour and he thought he might lose his breakfast.

“Why...How…Where?...” he stammered as he struggled to come up with a plan of action.

“You’ve heard the reports that the Jabberwocky targets maidens. She was the only one in the party that was abducted. With nearly every attack it carries off one or two unfortunate lasses.” He paused. When Tjaden failed to respond, Captain Darieus continued, “It is a tragic loss, Tjaden. Elora was as fine a young lady as I have ever met. The kingdom mourns with you.”

Tjaden didn’t bother with tears; decision and action were required. “I’m going after her.” He started planning the expedition—search for the Jabberwocky, fight it, and kill it.

“I’m going,” Tjaden stated. “I’ve got to save her. I…I…” He still had trouble forming his emotions into words. Thoughts of rescuing Elora raced through his head.

“I’m going with you,” Ollie said.

Tjaden barely noticed.

Captain Darieus didn’t acknowledge Ollie either. He said to Tjaden, “I don’t doubt your courage in the slightest, and I know you’re willing to single-handedly confront the Jabberwocky. However, you would be dead before you had a chance to unsheathe your sword. There are alternatives that afford you at least a small chance of survival.”

Tjaden shook his head at Captain Darieus’ words. “You said you killed one. You said you killed a Jabberwocky? How’d you do it? You have to tell me.”

“Do not forget your place, Tjaden,” Captain Darieus cautioned in an unflinching tone. “I’m offering to help you, but remember that you are a recruit with less than two days of training. Listen to me—pay close attention.”

“Yes, Sir,” Tjaden replied, partially returning to the moment. “How can the Jabberwocky be killed?” After a short pause he added, “Sir.”

“I can teach you. I’ve spent two decades puzzling it out, and I have the means. But it will require trust on your part.”

“Anything, Captain. I’ll do anything.”

“First, you need to commit to two weeks of specialized training before you rush off—”

“Two weeks! I can’t wait two weeks, I need to—”

“Recruit!” Captain Darieus spoke firmly, and Tjaden immediately stopped protesting. “Elora may already be dead. However, if she survived the first day, she will most likely survive a month. We don’t know the Jabberwocky’s motive for abducting maidens, but we do know that the unlucky ones sometimes survive months in captivity.”

Tjaden felt even sicker at the thought of already being too late. That’s not even a possibility, he told himself. Elora’s alive. The words did little to soothe him, and he had to concentrate to keep from running to find her.

Captain Darieus’ gaze now took in both Tjaden and Ollie. “Continue to attend your morning classes and exercises, but in the afternoons I will personally train and teach you the secret of the vorpal blade and the other keys to defeating the Jabberwocky. There is no foe more manxome anywhere in the world.” He placed a strong hand on Tjaden’s shoulder. “Lucky for us there is no man as determined as you.”

Tjaden hesitated. Studying out problems and using unconventional means to overcome them was not his way. Sword-swinging, straight-forward action always worked better. He hated to leave Elora in the creature’s power for even one more breath. But his failures against the bandersnatch and in the tournament made him wonder if there was a better approach. After all, this was a battle he could not lose. Walking straight into the Jabberwocky’s gaping jaws would not accomplish anything.

Ollie spoke up. “Tjaden, there’s no other way. It’s suicide to go after the Jabberwocky without training.”

But what about Elora? How could he just leave her there to suffer? Tjaden looked between Captain Darieus and Ollie. He hated to depend on someone else and endanger his best friend at the same time. But simply wanting to kill the Jabberwocky wouldn’t guarantee success.

Ollie nodded encouragingly and Tjaden knew what he had to do.

For the first time he could remember, he was unable to control his emotions. Anger, fear, and anticipation welled in him, filling his eyes with tears. The tears flowed over, but he didn’t care. Only one thing mattered—he had to find Elora.

In a broken voice he said, “Alright. We go in two weeks.”

 










Part III

He took his vorpal sword in hand:

Long time the manxome foe he sought --

So rested he by the Tumtum tree,

And stood a while in thought.

 


Elora studied the strange diagram on the ground next to the spot where she had awakened, still attempting to clear the fog from her mind. She should be able to make sense out of the scrapings in the dirt. It reminded her of a wheel. Protruding from the center was a tall wooden stake with a dark blue bandana attached to it. A small branch stuck out of the ground not far from the center, close to one of the spokes of the wheel. The diagram was large and had been carefully etched deep into the dirt. If she stretched she could reach from one side to the other.

No matter how hard she focused, the surroundings were unfamiliar and she had no idea how she had arrived. She blinked and shook her head, but still felt befuddled. Studying the strange clearing around her didn’t help. The woods surrounding her were as thick as a wall, and in the center of the clearing was the largest tree she’d ever seen. It was as big around as a house, and three times taller than any other tree in the forest.

Where am I? How did I get here?

Elora remembered traveling with an Elite escort toward Shey’s Orchard. They made camp, ate dinner. And then… She couldn’t remember. Did I feel sleepy after dinner? The image of a tent came to mind, but it might be from the trip to Palassiren. Her father and Mikel were in the camp with her. She ate dinner and…now I’m here.

Where is here?

She didn’t feel like she’d slept. For one thing there were no dreams, only blackness. Struggling to puzzle through the situation made her head throb. It was useless.

Hunger gnawed at her belly. It could have been days since she’d eaten. Weeks. Examining her sore body, she found broad, but minor, bruises, and her muscles felt as if she’d been working them.

It can’t be the same day. It was night when I was in camp. But…how many days have passed? Her confusion and the odd surroundings were beginning to scare her. She had to do something.

The enormous tree stood in the middle of a large clearing, twenty paces from the crowded woods which formed a circle around it. Other than the diagram, there were no signs of humans in the clearing. It was entirely free of life, both animal and plant. At first she saw no roads leading out of the clearing, but after walking around the massive tree she found a small path, just big enough for a horse and rider, leading into the woods. Judging by the sun’s position, the path either led east or west. It would take some time to figure out if the sun was rising or setting.

Apart from its size, the tree itself was nothing special. Being unfamiliar with forest trees, this one resembled many of those she’d seen on the road to Palassiren. It just looked like a tree. A lone, gargantuan leviathan of a tree. The bark was so rough and exaggerated she could climb it if she had to, but the path looked like a better option.

Taking one more glance around she called out. “Father! Mikel!” There was no response. Trying once more at the top of her lungs she called, “Father!” Indistinct forest sounds were the only answer.

The path it is, she thought, and started into the cave-like trail. Having lived her life in an arid climate, forests were foreign to her, but she could tell this one was especially thick. Entwined. Impenetrable. Tulgey.

As she waited in the darkness for her eyes to adjust, faint noises came from the clearing. The trail was sinister enough to convince her to investigate the noise before plunging into the tunnel through the trees. Trying to stay hidden on the path, she peered carefully out but saw nothing. Sure she had heard movement, like an overloaded wagon crossing an old bridge, she warily entered the sunny clearing. Staying close to the outer perimeter, she circled the forest cavity.

The clearing was still empty. Just as she passed the odd diagram in the earth she was overwhelmed by a fetid smell and the sound of a great, rushing wind. As she glanced into the sky she realized how she had arrived at such a remote location. The Jabberwocky. It was worse than anything she could have imagined.

Turning instantly she scuttled toward the gap in the trees. The ground shook as the Jabberwocky landed clumsily in the clearing and slammed its tail to the earth, blocking her exit like an enormous, writhing snake. Its color was like rotten green beans and its smell was even worse.

Escape through the thick forest wall was impossible; she couldn’t even fit an arm between the crowded trees. She turned to face the beast. It looked on her like a bird discovering a worm in its nest.

Is it really so stupid it doesn’t remember bringing me here?

The Jabberwocky moved its head toward her, making her sway with its forceful, rancid breaths. It was every bit as manxome as the stories described it. Nothing seemed to make sense with the monster. Most of its appendages were scaly and twisty, but its trunk was solid and covered with leather-like skin. Its head was large and roundish, like a squat egg. The heavy-lidded eyes glowed with a dull fire as its head bobbed on an elongated neck to examine her from different angles. Sweat from its face mixed with saliva on its teeth and dripped to the earth.

Her bowels threatened to empty and she was sure her stomach would lose its gorge if she had eaten anything. Staring at the sweaty-tooth monster she told herself, I’ve survived before and I’ll live to tell this story as well.

Elora looked around for a weapon or other means of escape. She was too far from the tree to climb, but the stake in the center of the diagram was within arm’s reach. It took effort, but she wrenched it from the ground. Holding the staff in front of her, she tried to look menacing. The dark blue bandana hung limply from the end of her staff.

The bandersnatch bled when I hit it, but I don’t know if this thing will even notice. But she still wasn’t ready to give up.

As quick as a viper, the Jabberwocky’s mouth latched onto her weapon and ripped it from her clutches, filling her palms with splinters. Before she could move, it shot a reptilian arm forward and ensnared her in its claws. Its speed was unbelievable. The monster’s scaly fingers ended in claws almost as long as her arm. At first she struggled to free herself, but her movement caused the rigid claws to dig into her. If she pushed too hard they’d slice her open.

Tossing the stake to the side, the Jabberwocky lowered its head to her level to study her. Stringy, reptilian protrusions from its fleshy cheeks dragged on the ground leaving a juicy trail.

The Jabberwocky froze and its eyes lost focus as if pondering. An agonizing length of time passed as Elora remained locked in its grasp and it sat unmoving. It breathed raggedly, like an old man snoring and its scent still made her cringe. Though it still held her fast, the Jabberwocky turned its attention to the discarded stake and bandana.

It sniffed intently at the dark blue material, eyes opening wider and red irises burning brighter. A strange sound started low in its throat and by the time it reached its mouth it was an unpleasant rumbling, gurgling sound. The beast tensed, then swung its head toward Elora again. But instead of staring at her, it focused on the diagram of the wheel on the ground.

With effort, Elora calmed her breathing and continued to stand as still as possible, hoping the brute would forget about her.

The Jabberwocky studied the tracings, looking at the image from every viewpoint. Still making the awful rumbling noise, it lowered its oblong head to the ground, breathing in dirt along with every detail. The noise stopped and the beast raised its head, emitting an intense howl. The howl turned to a roar and the Jabberwocky cast Elora aside and tore at the ground in front of the diagram. Its claws churned the hard earth like plows, showering the clearing with dirt.

Stomping powerful, awkward legs, it bellowed and burbled causing Elora to shrink against the trees in fear. The Jabberwocky inhaled an immense breath that came out as a thunderous roar that bent trees and sent Elora crashing to the ground. With a clumsy lunge, it took flight.

Elora thought she heard a guttural groan that was almost a word as the creature flew away. “Revenge.”

Happily forgotten and still determined to escape, Elora scurried toward the trail without bothering to dust herself off.

 


*****

 


Tjaden’s individual training sessions started with instruction about the Jabberwocky. On the first day Captain Darieus dispelled myths: the Jabberwocky is not immortal, does not breed unnaturally with the maidens it kidnaps, and is not a creation of other kingdoms designed to wreak havoc on Maravilla.

Captain Darieus described the Jabberwocky from the rounded tip of its tail to the gelatinous protuberances that hung from its cheeks. The creature’s dull, oversized eyes came to life when enraged and glowed with hate-filled fire. Its quickness was purely unnatural—though the Jabberwocky seemed awkward, it moved with viper speed.

In addition to classes, Tjaden went through specialized physical training while Ollie worked to perfect his archery skills. Instead of sparring against men, Tjaden faced specialized training equipment designed to simulate a speedy, oversized opponent able to attack from any direction.

On the third day of their private training, Tjaden listened as Captain Darieus led him to yet another contraption. “The Jabberwocky is a hideous misfit of nature. It is hateful. It is filled with rage. It lives only to destroy and inflict pain. It is a brainless aberration that must be destroyed.

“The Jabberwocky has many means of attack,” Captain Darieus said. “Its tail is powerful, but more fearsome still are its jaws and claws. One bite will easily splinter a man’s spine. Once grasped in its claws you are helpless, wholly in its power. As I mentioned, the Jabberwocky is as quick as a lightning strike. You must have reflexes to match.”

The current device featured a narrow beam upon which Tjaden stood holding his drawn sword. Three padded, spring-loaded boards faced him. The contraption was designed to swing them at random. If the highest board activated, he ducked. He blocked the middle board with his sword, and jumped over the lowest. Or at least he tried to. He barely made it past one board, and was knocked to the ground repeatedly.

Captain Darieus watched with acute interest as Tjaden repeated drill after drill.

As the end of the third day approached he interrupted the training session and said, “You’re demonstrating remarkable improvement. You’re ready to see more.”

A soldier was sent to fetch Ollie from the archery grounds as Tjaden and Captain Darieus walked toward the barracks.

Ollie joined them before they exited the exercise quad and Captain Darieus explained, “I had not yet reached my thirtieth birthday, but had already formed the Elites and was second in command of the army. In an expedition which spanned the kingdom, I came across not one, but two Jabberwockies. With the safety of the citizens in mind, we attacked. I lost half of my men, but we succeeded in killing one of the beasts. The other was badly wounded and fled. It is that monster that plagues our villages to this day.”

Tjaden was stunned. He didn’t know what to ask first. “How’d you kill it? Why doesn’t everyone know about it? Why haven’t you gone back to kill the other one?”

Captain Darieus waited until he finished. “We took them by surprise. At the time, there was access available for a brigade of two hundred. We surrounded the first one and badly wounded it before they fought back. But since then the layout of the forest that surrounds the glade where he lives has changed. Only one or two can approach at a time, so ambush is no longer an option. The Jabberwocky knows our intent and its vengeance is fierce.”

Ollie asked, “But why not tell the citizens about it? It would give them hope to know it can be killed.”

“Alas, if the humble inhabitants of Maravilla were aware that we knew the Jabberwocky’s whereabouts, but were powerless to confront the beast…Gone would be their hope. Gone the undying support. It’s vital that they continue to have faith in us to protect them, to believe that once we confront the beast we will come off conquerors.”

It was difficult for Tjaden to follow the politics behind such maneuvering. He had always dealt with problems head on. “But, Ollie and me? How can we succeed where fully trained soldiers have failed?”

Captain Darieus stopped and turned to face them. “A prudent question. But it must wait.”

They had arrived at the entry to Captain Darieus’ private residence. It was a palatial structure lodged in between the military quadrant and the larger palaces of the king and other nobles. Captain Darieus motioned for them to follow.

The three walked through the opulent entry and turned left, passing under a large stone arch. Tjaden was stunned by the oversized hall lined with dozens—no, hundreds—of preserved animals. Near the entrance he saw smaller game: dormice, squirrels, crows, scalidinks, and borogoves. As they continued, the animals were larger. A fawn, a small pack of coyotes, a pair of tusked peccaries, an elk, an oliphant and every animal in between—all frozen in lifelike stances. It was an impressive, morbid display.

The sheer waste which Captain Darieus displayed with obvious pride shocked Tjaden. The pelts of the animals in this room would keep an entire village warm through a bitter winter. Not to mention the uses for the horns, hooves, claws, and scales.

At the end of the hall was a large oak door. Captain Darieus removed a key from his pocket and opened it. On the other side was a smaller hall than the previous, though still impressive. Instead of being lined with common animals, Tjaden realized in amazement that it was filled with implausible creatures.

He recognized almost all of the beasts, some of them only by legend; he just hadn’t believed that some of them actually existed. Two bandersnatches stood menacingly near the door. The spines on their back were raised and their skin had a red tinge.

Not quite as frumious as the one I fought, but close.

Next to the bandersnatches crouched a pair of barbantulas—great, hairy spiders with legs as wide as Tjaden’s, and twice as long.

Tjaden smiled and looked at Ollie, who gawked at the creatures with his mouth agape. “Still say barbantulas don’t exist?” asked Tjaden.

Gaping at the grisly collection, Ollie muttered, “I respectfully rescind rashly recited rantings.”

A small flock of Jubjub birds hung suspended from the ceiling, peering down with glassy eyes. Their red wings were angled backward in a lifelike dive. By reflex Tjaden's hand went to his sword, and keeping his eyes on them until he was clear, he moved on.

They passed a short, shaggy animal with oversized paws that he assumed was a feriwumpus. The next animal was a squat, wrinkled form that resembled a mix between a monkey and a crow. “Is that…”

“A Targus?” asked Captain Darieus. “Yes, indeed it is. Notice the advanced age. ‘Tis true the elder Targus are much more deadly. I took this one with a single arrow.”

Captain Darieus moved proudly among the displayed corpses. “I have hunted extinct animals,” pointing to three dodos and a gryphon, “terrible creatures,” now signaling the bandersnatches, “and even some that any reasonable person would swear do not exist.” Without a shred of modesty he indicated a brilliant white equine form with a solitary pearly horn.

Tjaden was disturbed by the macabre collection. Hunting animals for food and clothing was a way of life in all towns, but it was obvious Captain Darieus killed for self-gratification, and not on a small scale.

“But this is not why we are here.” He led them around a partition where a full skeleton of a Jabberwocky was displayed. “Behold your enemy.”

The bones looked like a series of oversized snake skeletons extending from an immense rib cage and spine. Tjaden immediately noticed a problem. “Where’s the head, Sir?”

“Ah, the one flaw in my collection. We were able to disassemble the body and bring it back in pieces. But the head was damaged so severely in the battle we couldn’t salvage any bones. I’ve been waiting two decades to finish this skeleton. I’m counting on you to complete my collection.”

Whatever reasons Captain Darieus had for sending him instead of other Elites, Tjaden was glad for the opportunity to go after Elora himself. Nodding, he said, “I’ll bring you the head.”

As long as it doesn’t interfere with rescuing Elora.

 


*****

 


Later that day, Ollie practiced at the archery range. Both he and Captain Darieus felt his time would be better spent practicing with his bow than doing physical training with Tjaden.

He took careful aim.

“Not going to get the bullseye again,” called Egden, a fellow Fellow.

Thwang, thunk.

Ollie’s arrow found the bullseye, joining two of his other five arrows in the tight circle.

“I’ll be hornswaggled. How’d you do that?” asked Egden.

“It’s all about breathing,” answered Ollie. “That’s the first thing I learned. Out. In. Release. I’ve known that longer than I’ve known you should never run to the privy.”

“Never run to the privy?” asked Shen, a Fellow recruit from Palassiren.

“That’s right,” said Ollie with a smile. “That’s the last place you want to try to catch your breath.”

When Ollie started training, he had good basic bow skills, mostly learned from Mikel. The time he devoted boosted his skill immensely and the exceptional training in the Academy turned him into a better shooter than any of the other recruits. All of his precious free time was spent on the range both shooting and picking up tips from more experienced archers.

Devoting himself to a task with such dedication was rewarding in a way he’d never experienced. In the week and a half since Mikel gave him the bow, he’d invested more of himself into learning its mastery than any other venture. For the first time, he felt true satisfaction as a result of prolonged effort. The bow was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

A week into the specialized training, Ollie awoke excited at the prospect of a small break. It was Capital Day, a holiday commemorating the building of Palassiren. This being the fiftieth anniversary, the king was scheduled to spend the day greeting his subjects in the open square in front of the palaces. Captain Darieus made all the arrangements, and assigned people to carry out the logistics of parading thousands of people through the plaza. The fiftieth year being a Jubilation year, a feast was to be provided as well. The Elite recruits and their Fellows were to form part of the Honor Guard for the king.

Of course Tjaden had been excused from the Honor Guard; neither he nor Captain Darieus was willing to lose even a few hours of training. King Barash approved the captain’s absence, and by way of paying respects to the occasion, Captain Darieus offered to lend the king his Elite cloak to wear as a symbol of Maravilla’s military might.

“Too bad you don’t get a day off, Jay,” Ollie said the morning of the Jubilation.

“In another week we’ll both have a few days off to travel. And from what Captain Darieus told me, you can afford to take today off. He said there isn’t much left for you to learn on the range.”

Ollie was shocked. “He told you that?”

Tjaden nodded. “He knows you still have room to improve, but he hasn’t seen many recruits that can shoot like you.”

Ollie deflected the sincere praise. “For the next week I’m going to work on my speed. I’ve seen some of the masters using quick fire techniques. I’m not slow, but they can fire two arrows for every one of mine.”

Tjaden didn’t let him off that easily. “I’m glad you’re my Fellow, Ollie. You’ve learned more here than any of the other Fellow recruits.”

“Alright, I get it. You’re proud of me. You’re not going to kiss me now or anything, are you?”

“No, I’ll save that for Elora.”

The mood turned somber at the mention of her name and Ollie said, “One week, Jay. We’ll go get her in one week.”

Ollie wore his accustomed pale blue recruit uniform, but Darieus insisted Tjaden wear a dark blue Elite’s uniform for the Jubilation day. Neither he nor Ollie understood the reason, since Tjaden wouldn’t be participating in the festivities, but he didn’t object. The friends bid farewell, Tjaden off with Darieus, and Ollie to stand as sentinel.

Ollie had never seen anything like the crowds that assembled before the gates had even opened. He looked forward to the revelry—not to mention a break from his morning classes—but he longed to be at the archery range.

Thoughts of the small archery range back in Shey’s Orchard made him think of Tjaden. The special attention Tjaden was receiving didn’t make him jealous or bitter at all, and that surprised him. In fact, Ollie felt more comfortable about who he was than ever before.

Carrying his bow over his shoulder, Ollie walked past the Circle and Sword sculpture and into the plaza, which was filling with citizens and soldiers. The Elites wore swords or axes, but most of the Fellows hadn’t bothered to bring weapons. Only a few Fellows bothered to bring their bows, crossbows, and javelins. The regular soldiers would provide crowd control, so the Honor Guard duty didn’t necessitate being armed.

Some of the other recruits teased Ollie as he walked out to the courtyard. “It’s an Honor Guard,” said Brin-Dar. “You’re not going to war.”

Ollie simply said, “My bow goes where I go.” He could tell they were disappointed by his uncharacteristically serious response.

Though filled with excitement, the day started to drag after standing for an hour. The citizens that filed past the king became a steady stream of repetitive faces. Ollie’s mind drifted to the range. If he couldn’t practice with his bow he would practice with his mind. Breathe. Raise bow. Draw. Aim. Out. In. Release. Bullseye. He went over and over it in his mind.

As he was about to mentally release another arrow he was torn from his trance by a terrified scream. Lifting his eyes, he saw a great, dark shape descending on the courtyard. In the commotion of the celebration, everyone had failed to notice the Jabberwocky until it was in their midst.

The earth shuddered as the Jabberwocky crashed to the ground, landing on four Elites and a Fellow a mere twenty paces from the king. Citizens fled in every direction as practiced soldiers drew weapons while moving to place themselves between the creature and their king. Even from a distance of thirty paces, Ollie smelled the Jabberwocky’s stench, like rancid oil.

As the soldiers prepared to move in, the Jabberwocky scanned the crowd as if looking for someone in particular. It seemed to be inspecting the assembly with both its fiery eyes and flat nostrils. It locked onto the king and the plaza erupted in a flurry of action.

The soldiers attacked in unison, but were only able to land superficial blows. At the same time the Jabberwocky speedily bounded toward the king.

How does such an ungainly beast move so fast? Ollie wondered as he nocked an arrow. The soldiers who attempted to keep the beast from the king were thrown aside or crushed by the creature’s hasty approach.

Ollie took aim and let fly, but his arrow glanced harmlessly off the Jabberwocky’s chest. The monster loomed over the petrified king. While readying another arrow, this one aimed at its curvy neck, he saw the Jabberwocky pause to inhale King Barash’s scent. Ollie drew back again and his arrow flew true, lodging in the creature’s outstretched neck just under the head. The monster’s threatening growl turned sharp in pain for a moment, but it was not long distracted by the arrow or the infrequent soldiers who got past the thrashing tail. It didn’t seem to mind the minor wounds inflicted by the soldiers’ weapons and none could get close enough to strike deeply.

The Jabberwocky opened its terrible maw, bit down on the blue-clad king, and lifted him as effortlessly as a girl picking up a baby doll. It slammed the king to the stone courtyard, and his body bounced, lifeless. Lowering its head, it inspected the unmoving corpse.

While its snake-like tail kept the encroaching soldiers at bay, the Jabberwocky’s attention stayed on the king, barely flinching when Ollie sunk another arrow into its neck. After a short time inspecting the king’s body, the Jabberwocky’s eyes opened in an expression of shock. With a powerful bellow, it turned its fury on the attacking soldiers. Tail whipping, claws gouging, and jaws biting—any soldier within reach was thrown violently to the side or left lifeless on the ground.

Ollie changed tactics and aimed for one of the creature’s too-small wings. They were relatively still as the Jabberwocky used its other appendages for the deadly assault. Aiming for the intersection of two of the supporting bands of cartilage, Ollie focused on remaining calm. His arrow passed through the glutinous wing and tore a chunk of waxy flesh as it exited. That got the Jabberwocky’s attention. It grasped a fully armored corpse in its claws and hurled it in Ollie’s direction.

The throw was on target. Ollie was knocked down and pinned to the ground by the dead Elite. Severe pain shot through his left leg. From his pinned position, Ollie lifted his head and saw a light blue uniformed leg emerging at an angle from under the heavy soldier.

I wonder whose leg that is.

Movement had died down around the Jabberwocky, but it continued to scan the crowd. When there were no more soldiers within striking distance, it took flight, barely wounded.

Intense pain dragged Ollie into unconsciousness, but not before he witnessed the Jabberwocky’s unsteady flight.

I got him…

 


*****

 


Tjaden expected commotion on the day of Jubilation, but the sight as he entered the plaza with Captain Darieus was complete mayhem. Enough so that the two heard the din from their sequestered position on the training grounds. Thousands of citizens swarmed the gates leading out of the square to the city proper. Soldiers, especially the Fellows, attempted to aid fallen brothers, and a huge, unorganized group surrounded King Barash’s throne. Tjaden’s hand went to the hilt of his sword, but Captain Darieus was calm, even unconcerned about the devastation.

Tjaden followed Captain Darieus to the edge of the king’s dais. Bluish and still, the king lay on top of Captain Darieus’ Elite cloak, his physicians helpless to aid. They directed a blanket be placed over the body. King Barash was dead.

Even though he hadn’t been assigned to the guard, and was only a recruit, Tjaden felt a pang of guilt. The man he’d sworn to defend lay dead in front of him.

Captain Darieus addressed a nearby Elite, “Soldier?”

With a salute he answered, “Sir, the Jabberwocky. It…it came out of nowhere. Went straight for His Majesty. It didn’t care about anyone else until after it killed him. Left with some minor wounds, a few arrows stuck in. We have dozens dead and at least as many injured.”

“The beast grows bolder,” Captain Darieus said loudly to no one in particular. In a rising voice he continued. “He must be destroyed. We must have order!

“People of Palassiren and citizens of Maravilla!” The push of the crowd diminished, and many turned to listen as Captain Darieus ascended the dais. “The Jabberwocky has struck at our very heart. It has discovered our capital and taken the life of our beloved sovereign. This deed will be avenged, and the people will be safeguarded. I have groomed a hero to hunt the Jabberwocky. To discover its lair. And to slay it!” He raised one clenched fist for emphasis.

“I present—Tjaden, our Champion.”

The crowd, many with tears still staining their faces, seemed to stand taller. Some even applauded and called for the Jabberwocky’s head.

Tjaden was stunned and irritated. His departure was supposed to be quiet, with no fanfare until after he succeeded.

“Draw your sword,” Captain Darieus whispered.

Tjaden grasped the hilt of his sword and raised it over his head, thankful to be wearing the dark blue of the Elites instead of his pale blue recruit uniform. The cheering grew even louder and he knew he had to go along with Captain Darieus’ plan. “I swear to you the Jabberwocky will find its demise by the power of my vorpal sword!”

His statement was met with more enthusiastic cheering. “Well said,” Captain Darieus commented over the noise of the crowd.

“Thank you, Sir. I just wish I knew what vorpal meant.”

“In good time, Tjaden.” Raising his voice to quiet the inflamed throng, Captain Darieus continued. “In two days time we will send off our hero. He will carry our vengeance to the foe.”

Two days? I’m not ready. Thoughts of Elora came to mind and he determined that ready or not, he would go.

In two days I’ll set off with Ollie and we’ll all have revenge. Ollie!

Tjaden cast about, embarrassed he hadn’t thought of his friend sooner. Recruits were easy to spot in their grayish blue uniforms but he didn’t see Ollie anywhere. A few recruit uniforms stood out among the ranks of the dead and wounded.

“Excuse me, Sir. I need to find Ollie.”

But Captain Darieus didn’t hear. He was preparing to address the assembly again.

“In this time of danger the kingdom needs strong leadership. Prince Antion is obviously too young to provide this. I will step into King Barash’s place and serve as King Regent until Prince Antion has reached an age appropriate to serve as Ruler and Protector.”

Lieutenant Markin stood near Captain Darieus, visibly shaken. He wiped tears from his eyes and shouted, “Citizens of Palassiren…your King Regent!” He went to one knee and a ripple spread outward through the crowd as they acknowledged their sovereign.

Tjaden, who had been moving through the crowd, kneeled near a fallen Elite, twenty paces from the spot of the melee. The soldier had three deep gashes from his waist to his shoulders, but Tjaden spotted swathes of blue gray fabric underneath the body.

A familiar voice sounded from under the dead Elite. “Looks like you’ll be embarking solo on this one, Champion.”

Ollie lay trapped by the bulk of the dead soldier and his armor. Sweat soaked his uniform and he spoke through clenched teeth.

“What do you mean solo? And what happened to you?” He started to roll the limp soldier off his friend.

Grimacing in pain, Ollie pointed to his left leg, and Tjaden saw the source of his agony. The leg was angulated sharply above the knee, obviously broken. Ollie was breathing rapidly and gripping his thigh with white knuckles.

“Physician!” Tjaden yelled as he continued to pull the dead soldier’s body free.

Just as Tjaden finished extricating Ollie, a physician arrived and went to work cutting the pants from the injured leg.

With very little hesitation he said, “Your femur’s definitely broken. I’m going to straighten it to relieve the pain.”

Ollie’s eyes widened. “What? No!” Tjaden held his writhing friend by the shoulders as the doctor grasped Ollie’s ankle and knee firmly. He slowly pulled as he aligned the leg, leaning back to use his weight. Ollie screamed in pain. When the doctor had pulled sufficient traction, the bones folded back in line.

Ollie took in a large gasp as if preparing to scream again, but only sighed and gasped, “Well that does feel a lot better.” Most of the strain disappeared from his face.

Even before catching his breath, Ollie looked up at Tjaden and said, “I got him, Jay.” He had never looked so proud in his life and Tjaden wondered if he was hallucinating.

“Huh?”

“The Jabberwocky. Stuck some arrows in its neck and poked a hole in one wing. It was flying unsteady when it left.” With a theatrical air he added, “With wrecked wing the wretch withdrew.”

“I’m glad you got a couple licks in, Ollie, because I’m still going after it.”

“I heard. Five days sooner than planned.”

Tjaden nodded. “That’s right. I still don’t know how, but I’ll find the Jabberwocky, and bring back Elora.” Looking over his shoulder to where Captain Darieus continued his speech, Tjaden added, “Who knows? I might even bring back the beast’s head.”

 


*****

 


Later that day Tjaden was summoned to Captain Darieus’ audience room. He waited in a corner as the new king regent finished his conversation with Lady Cuora, one of the most powerful nobles in the kingdom, who also had one of the shortest tempers.

“A Council should be assembled to advise the young king!” Lady Cuora’s snaky black hair encircled her head and red-clad shoulders, bobbing in every direction. “The military would certainly play an important role, but by no means should be the sole ruler.”

“I assure you, Lady Cuora, my position as regent is temporary. When the current threat has been eradicated, we can discuss other possible arrangements. Now if you will excuse me, I need to see to that very issue.”

Lady Cuora followed his gaze to where Tjaden stood in the corner. After a quick examination, she said, “A boy? That’s your grand plan? Bah! You make me wonder if you even want the current threat to be eliminated.”

Before Captain Darieus could answer she spun and stormed from the room. Thankfully, she didn’t spare another glance for Tjaden.

Captain Darieus dismissed the Elite and Fellow that remained behind as his guard, and motioned Tjaden forward. “The burdens of leadership,” he said with a sigh. “But we have more urgent matters, don’t we?” He motioned for Tjaden to draw his sword, then reached for the hilt.

“This style of sword is called a flamberge, flame sword,” said Captain Darieus, tracing the undulating edge with one finger. “The wave-like blade inflicts as much damage as a wider sword, but allows a faster strike due to the reduced weight.”

“But you said I needed a vorpal sword to kill the Jabberwocky.”

Nodding, Captain Darieus said, “Yes. Vorpal means flame and truth. You have the fire, now it’s time for the truth.”

“So I had the vorpal sword all along?” Tjaden asked. It was an impressive weapon, but he never considered that it held any magical properties.

Captain Darieus shook his head. “The flame sword is appropriate for your mission, but the fire to which vorpal refers is in here.” He tapped Tjaden’s chest. With no regard for the tip of the blade, he rapped the end of the sword against the stone floor and added, “Not in here.”

“But, Captain—“

“The proper title for a king regent is Lord Protector, or Highness. Lord Darieus is also appropriate. But no more questions until you hear the rest.” He returned Tjaden’s sword and walked to a desk at the side of the room. From a drawer he produced a glass container. Approximately the size of a grapefruit, it was filled with a murky, brown substance. The stubby neck was sealed with thick wax

“Tjaden, the Jabberwocky that plagues our land is male.”

Tjaden was taken aback. He had always considered the beast an it.

“The creature I killed was female. This globe contains musk from that female. Due to his overly keen senses, this is the truth you need to defeat the Jabberwocky.”

“How does a jar of stench hold the truth, Sir?”

“When did the Jabberwocky start attacking our towns?”

“It’s been happening for generations,” Tjaden answered confidently.

“That is exactly what I want everyone to believe.” Captain Darieus smiled down on Tjaden. “The truth is the first Jabberwocky attack occurred twenty years ago. With soldiers stationed across Maravilla it was a simple task to spread rumors of a beast that destroyed towns and kidnapped people from one end of the kingdom to the other. Mind, it was almost always in a far away town. A few legitimate attacks validated our stories.”

“You mean…” Tjaden didn’t know what to say.

“That’s right. If you ask any citizen how many people have been taken over the years, they’ll say hundreds. Thousands. The truth, as far as we can tell, is closer to three dozen.”

“I still don’t see what the lies have to do with me. Or the truth. I just want to kill it and get Elora back.”

“That’s fine for a small town farmer. But you can’t kill it with just a sword. Understanding its history will be your true weapon.

“I have been entrusted with the daunting task of protecting an entire kingdom and making a thousand thousand people feel secure. If they have nothing to fear, the king has trouble raising taxes. People complain that the army is too powerful, and we end up with an insufficient number of soldiers, which places the kingdom in danger. The easiest road to peace is through a common enemy. Now that I am king I need to consider it more than ever.” He paused, then added, “For the well-being of the citizens.”

Tjaden couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The man he had looked up to his whole life had been manipulating the entire kingdom.

Captain Darieus didn’t give him time to consider it further. “Tjaden, let’s get back to the point. Based on what I’ve told you, do you have any idea why our villages have been under attack for the last twenty years?”

After a moment of thought he answered dolefully, “You killed his mate. He…wants revenge.” Somehow Tjaden felt a tinge of sympathy for the monster.

“Correct.” Grasping Tjaden firmly by the shoulders, Captain Darieus looked him in the eyes. “Killing its mate does not excuse it for two decades of murder, kidnapping, and terror. The beast has killed our king and close to fifty of our brothers-in-arms. How many more maidens will we allow him to carry off? How many soldiers and rulers must die? How much longer must he be allowed to exact a vengeance long since earned?”

He paused to allow Tjaden to consider.

“You will face the Jabberwocky with fire in your heart, bearing the truth. And the truth is this: the Jabberwocky’s true nature is a creature of peace. But losing its mate transformed it into a depraved monster.”

Holding the sealed jar he continued. “Here is the secret behind your vorpal blade. In the moment before you approach him, you will coat your sword with the pungent fragrance of the female. It will awaken the creature’s true disposition. And you will slay him.”

Tjaden’s thoughts turned to Elora. He was torn between compassion for the loss of the creature’s mate and desire for revenge. But the choice was simple; he had to rescue Elora.

Tjaden nodded, forcing down the gloom he felt, replacing it with images of Elora.

“Very well. Now let me tell you where to find him.”

Later that night Tjaden talked with Ollie in their quarters. Ollie had spent most of the day in the infirmary, but there were so many injured soldiers, stable patients were moved to quarters. A large splint held his leg in place and he was confined to bed for at least two weeks.

Tjaden told Ollie everything he’d learned. The truth about the Jabberwocky’s mate and his true personality, the lies to the citizens, and how Tjaden would use the female’s essence to slay the Jabberwocky. Shifting to find a comfortable position, Ollie listened keenly.

“Jay, I think there’s more going on than we realize. You should’ve seen the Jabberwocky. It, he, was definitely looking for something specific.”

“And you said he went straight for the king after he got his bearings?”

“Yeah, but not only that. After he killed the king, he inspected the body. I don’t know why but after he checked the body he went berserk. He changed from focused to enraged faster than a rabid dog.”

“Darieus still isn’t telling me everything,” said Tjaden, slamming the flat part of his fist against the wall.

“You mean King Darieus?” asked Ollie. “Or at least Captain Darieus?”

“He doesn’t deserve that title.” The realization that his hero might actually be a despicable person left him dumbfounded.

With a quizzical expression, Ollie asked, “And if all you need is this magic essence, why waste all the time training with machines?”

After thinking for a moment, Tjaden answered, “I’m not sure, Ollie. I’ve got a lot to figure out.”

Ollie laid back in bed. “Try to figure out a way to get at the Jabberwocky’s belly or neck. I don’t know how you’ll get close enough, but those are the only parts any of us could pierce.”

“If he didn’t have Elora…” Tjaden let the words hang in the air. “I’m leaving tomorrow, Ollie. I told Darieus I don’t want to bother with well-wishers crowding the streets. He agreed, and said he was going to suggest it to avoid other would-be rescuers from following me.”

Elbowing up in bed again, Ollie said, “I’d tell you to take any Elite who would go along if I thought it would do any good. But I don’t think a hundred Elites could kill that thing.”

“Thanks for the encouraging words,” said Tjaden with a smile.

“Like I could stop you if I tried. It’ll work, Jay. Captain Darieus wouldn’t waste his time just to send you to your death.”

“I hope you’re right. Because I’m going either way.”

Tjaden lay in bed for hours considering the details Darieus had given him about the Jabberwocky—its history, its superb sense of smell, and its motivation. But hours of pondering didn’t bring any answers.

By sunrise the next morning he was out of the city and on the road, pleased to no end by the lack of crowds and formal send-offs.

With two horses and enough food for three weeks, Tjaden traveled in the brown workman’s clothes he’d arrived in. The journey would only take one week in each direction, but he needed enough food for two people on the return trip. Though he knew the path ahead would be thorny, he was relieved the day of action had arrived. Practicing, planning, and preparing were fine, but he preferred action.

As he rode, Tjaden counted the coins in the pouch Darieus had given him. Ten gold pieces in addition to some silver and copper! He’d never held more than a couple silvers at one time. Towns along the way sold supplies, but Tjaden didn’t want to waste time or encounter a lot of people. The coins would only be used if it became necessary.

The hunt for the Jabberwocky would truly begin at the Tumtum tree. The Harbinger Spoke, the road to the northwest, led to the forest where he would find it. Darieus had offered Tjaden a contingent of soldiers as an escort, but Tjaden insisted on riding alone. Any danger he faced along the way would be minor compared to his final goal. In addition, he’d grown wary of Darieus and didn’t know if he or his men could be trusted.

The moon shone brightly so he was able to ride into the night. Hours after sunset, he made camp under a large willow. As soon as the sun rose the next morning he was on his way. The Harbinger Spoke ran within a few miles of a dozen towns, but not directly through any of them, so Tjaden was able to keep to himself.

After riding a couple of hours on the second day, the road entered a forest of oak and maple. Not more than a hundred yards into the woods Tjaden came to a fork. The sudden split puzzled him; Darieus hadn’t mentioned it.

He paused in the center of the road to consider the options. There were no signs, no tracks in the road, and no indication which way was correct. Deep in thought, he nearly fell off his horse when he heard what sounded like a boy clearing his throat. Ripping his sword from its scabbard, he demanded, “Who’s there?”

Looking about he saw no one. He was alone on the road. In his wary state he instantly located the source of the noise when it sounded again. Lounging in the neck of a tree was a large cat. It was grey with broad black stripes, plain except for the broad smile that extended past the sides of its face. That and the odd sounds it made. The teeth were sharp like any other cat’s teeth, but it had way too many of them.

“How do?” annunciated the cat.

Tjaden stared in surprise.

“I say, how…do…you…do?” it repeated.

“I…ahem. Did you say something?”

“No, I did not say ‘something’. I merely inquired after your current state of well-being. Or poor-being as the case may be.”

The animal continued to smile a ridiculously wide grin.

Tjaden had no idea how to answer. “I’m…uh, a bit confused, I suppose.”

“Oh wonderful!” said the strange cat. “Imagine the two of us meeting in the exact same state of mind. Forgive me, I’ve forgotten your name already.”

“I haven’t given it,” replied Tjaden.

“I don’t want you to give me your name. I’ve a perfectly good one, after all. And besides, I have nothing to give you, and Cheshire simply would not work. You’re much too serious.”

Still trying to figure out the strange creature, Tjaden asked, “Are you…a cat?”

“Heavens, no. I am a Cheshire Cat.”

“A Cheshire Cat is still a cat.”

“And a sea horse is a horse. A prairie dog is a dog. And a woman is a man.”

After pausing to consider, Tjaden said, “I see your point. So you’re not a cat.”

“And you’re not a cat either. That makes four things we have in common.” As if to remind himself he counted them off, “—confusion, the name Cheshire, not being a cat, and having four things in common with each other.”

“I believe that’s only three things,” started Tjaden. “Wait, my name’s not Cheshire. It’s Tjaden.”

“What’s Tjaden?”

“I‘m Tjaden.”

“Oh dear. Well do you like to scratch behind your left ear like so?” The curious animal reached its right forepaw around its head and scratched vigorously.

“Well, no.”

“Aha! Me neither. That’s three things again!”

Frustrated, Tjaden asked, “Can you just tell me which way to go?”

It chuckled and in its pleasant voice answered, “Ah, they always want me to tell them which way to go.”

“Who do?”

“You do.”

“Who’s you?”

“You who ask me which way to go, of course! My dear boy, I would not say you are confused.”

“I assure you, I am.” Tjaden rubbed his temples.

With a thoughtful look on its smiling face, the cat-like creature replied, “Discombobulated, maybe. Flummoxed, perhaps.”

Tjaden ignored the assessment. “Can you at least tell me where I am?”

“Whatever for? After all, it matters much less where you are than which direction you are going.” Its smile seemed to broaden even more at this.

Determined to get some guidance he asked, “Which of these is the Harbinger Spoke?”

“Is that a riddle?” Its eyes brightened. “Let me see…”

Tjaden interrupted, “No, it’s not a riddle. I just want to know which of these roads will take me northwest.”

“This road,” it answered, signaling to the right with one paw, “will take you west. And this one,” pointing left, “will take you north. So, to go northwest you simply must take both of them. Now I’m catching onto your riddles, my boy.”

“No, not really.”

“I have an idea. A perfectly wonderful idea. If you wish to go northwest simply go back the way you came, turn around, and walk toward me.”

Tjaden tried once more, “Which of these two roads will lead me to the Tumtum tree?”

After clearing its throat, it answered:

 


The Tumtum tree, the Tumtum tree,

King of forests, quarry’s bane.

Arrive in peace; there’ll be a feast.

And there you shall remain.

 


The Cheshire Cat made less sense the longer the conversation continued. Very pleased with itself it went on, “And you’d do well to remember that, lad.”

“I give up, I’ll just choose one.”

“We all make choices,” said the Cheshire Cat. “We just don’t make consequences.”

Shaking his head, Tjaden started on the northward fork.

“A fine choice, Master Tjaden,” the feline affirmed.

“And what if I would’ve gone the other direction?”

“Do you like stories? A whatif, a shooduv, a round tuit, and a diddit all started down a path much like the ones you see before you. I’m not going to say how the story ends, but even a muddled youth such as yourself should know who reached their destination first.”

Curiosity outweighing his frustration, Tjaden switched directions and started down the westward path.

Again the complimentary animal offered, “Might I once again commend you on a fine choice?”

More confused than ever, Tjaden continued west. After traveling less than a mile the road angled to the northwest and soon merged with an identical road he could only assume came from the fork where he’d seen the Cheshire Cat.

Why didn’t the fool just tell me they both led to the same place? He answered his own question, hearing the Cheshire Cat’s voice in his head: Why didn’t you ask?

Two and a half days later Tjaden reached the path that led to the Tumtum tree. It was easy to spot; Darieus had described it perfectly. The forest had been sparse yet evenly wooded. Within a span of fifty paces the trees along one side of the Spoke were clumped closer and closer together until there wasn’t room for a man to walk through. The thick portion only stretched a hundred paces along the Harbinger Spoke, but there was a clear path directly in the middle of it. Night was approaching and he was reluctant to enter the dark path at dusk so he made camp.

The exhaustion of four days hard travel by horseback helped him fall asleep, but the nerves from what lay ahead made it a restless sleep. By the time he woke he was not sure if he was equal to his task. Until recently he never would have considered it, but a slight fear of failure nagged at his mind. However, live or die he would do what he could to rescue Elora. The only way to conquer his doubt was to act, so he mounted and prompted the horses forward.

Almost as soon as he was on the path it became as dark as a moonless night. The canopy was tall enough for him to travel astride his horse, but just barely. Minute specks of light occasionally shone through, like sporadic stars. The path seemed straight, but in the darkness he couldn’t be sure. A slight bend would change his course considerably over the miles.

The absence of forest sounds as he traveled in tree-framed tunnel was almost palpable. There was no room for birds or animals to move around in the woods, and the thick foliage kept any wind out. The sensation was so foreign, he almost felt like he wandered through an underground cave.

Hours passed. Tjaden stopped occasionally to scrape out a hole where small streams crossed the path in order for him and the horses to drink. Sparse grass lined the edges of the trail and the horses devoured it greedily. So intent on the grass were they that it was difficult to get them to give it up. Though hunger for the thin grass led them slowly forward on the trail, the sluggish pace irked Tjaden. Only with much coaxing was he able to draw the horses away from the grass.

Into the forest he traveled, deeper and deeper like a hare in a burrow. An hour or so after the star-specks disappeared overhead he stopped to sleep.

When the sunlight poked through the canopy like stars he resumed his journey. The passing of time was impossible to track, but eventually a hazy light appeared ahead of Tjaden. It was unmistakable because no other light source existed in the dense forest. The opening was not directly ahead of him, as he expected it would be, instead it shone from behind a bend in the path. When the full light came into view he realized the path had a significant curve.

I’ve probably been walking in a tightening spiral since I started on the path.

His exhaustion faded as he pushed forward, yearning for light and freedom from the oppressive forest. Despite his desire for open sky, he entered the clearing carefully, and saw that it was mostly empty. There were no trees or other vegetation over a space of twenty paces leading up to a gigantic tree that reached higher than Tjaden could see. The Tumtum tree.

With his sword drawn he examined the rest of the clearing. In one area the ground was in upheaval, having recently been plowed in some areas but not by human hands or tools. Adjacent to the disturbed earth Tjaden saw a faint imprint of a wagon wheel with one bent spoke. A wooden stake, a strip of dark blue cloth, and a small branch lay untidily near the center.

How would anyone get a wagon in here? The odd diagram meant nothing.

After inspecting the clearing he sheathed his sword, leaned against the tree, and pondered his task in the fading light. Thoughts flooded his mind—where he had come from, what it had taken to get here, and why he had to do what he had to do. Then he visualized the next few days—find the Jabberwocky, kill him, rescue Elora.

A faint sound, like breathing from a distance, brought him upright, listening. Slowly he drew his sword and stood ready. Time passed and the sound did not change, an uneven rush of air. He circled the entire clearing as silently as possible, but he was still alone. Twilight played games with his vision.

Looking up he noticed the tree tops swayed in tune with the sound. The wind, he thought with relief. The confinement of the dense innards of the forest had made him extra sensitive.

After tethering the horses just inside the path, Tjaden shouldered his pack and scaled the rough bark of the Tumtum tree to the first branch. Near the fork of the wide branch was an opening in the tree like a hole that a large squirrel would live in. Darieus’ description was perfect. Tjaden had to squeeze through the opening, but found a chamber inside the tree that was almost tall enough to stand in.

He dropped his traveling gear on the pulpy floor. In the far corner of the cavity was a hole with a ladder that led downward through the pith of the tree. As much as he longed to rush down, dusk was no time to emerge from the other end. If Elora was still alive, and she had to be, she could wait one more night.

Darieus had instructed him to sleep in the Tumtum tree’s enclave. Supposedly it was essential to the success of his mission but Darieus refused to explain why. However, after walking through the oppressive forest for days, he wanted nothing to do with the cramped quarters.

This is my mission now. I don’t need his help.

Taking only his bedroll, dinner, and sword, he descended. Night had fallen in the strange clearing, but it still offered more light than the tunnel. Leaning against the base of the huge tree, Tjaden ate a cold dinner. He spent the next hour visualizing his sword piercing the Jabberwocky’s heart. Elora was watching and he finally felt like a hero.

When his thoughts and dreams began to merge he pulled the bedroll up, and leaning against the massive tree, he slept.

 










PART IV

And, as in uffish thought he stood,

The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame,

Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,

And burbled as it came!

 


Tjaden walked through the dense tunnel of trees. Instead of stillness, malice surrounded him. The forest sent probing vines that snared him and tried to choke the life out of him. Terrified, he remained still, without resisting or drawing his sword as the forest claimed him. All the while, the Cheshire Cat trilled, “Arrive in peace; there’ll be a feast!”

Tjaden’s horses screamed, yanking him from the dream. Shooting up to a seated position, he looked around. The horses’ shrieks sounded like they came from terrified women. Tjaden grabbed his sword and tried to stand, but he was held tightly to the ground. There was enough moonlight in the clearing to make out what looked like roots which had grown over his legs while he slept. They didn’t constrict, but were too tight for him to free himself.

From his awkward position he hacked at the plants, which tightened immediately. Unable to use the full range of his swing, it took ten or fifteen strikes to chop through a single root. More tendrils came out of the ground to replace the ones he hacked through and Tjaden intensified his slashing, all the while hearing the shrill cries of the horse. After a quarter hour he had freed all but one ankle. He stood, exhausted, and three swipes later he was clear.

Tjaden rushed to the entrance to the path and saw that the animals were much more entwined than he had been. In addition to roots like that those that had bound him, the horses were assailed by vines extending from the trees. All of their legs were wrapped, and a few vines reached completely around their bodies and necks. The vines weren’t as hardy as the roots, but moved much faster, writhing and slithering in the air. In between screams the animals bit at the vines, but they were losing ground fast.

As soon as Tjaden began hacking at the plants, two vines released one horse’s leg and moved quickly along the ground, sniffing out Tjaden like blind snakes. He backed up and fought them off, shocked at how fast they moved. The detachment of the two vines did nothing to lessen the horses’ entanglement.

He tripped on tendrils and roots and realized the area where he stood was filling with them. Scrambling to his feet, he tried to run to the tree, but two roots had already wrapped one ankle and more vines stretched toward him. He chopped through the roots and sprung in four long strides to the base of the tree. It pained him to abandon the horses, but there was nothing he could do for them. With sword in hand, he scaled the tree and sat defensively on the first branch. No roots, vines, or tendrils attacked him.

Tjaden was still out of breath when the horses went silent. Sounds of wringing, and an occasional crack of the animals’ large bones filled the clearing and he ducked into the cavity of the Tumtum tree to escape the grotesque noise.

The enclave was free of unfriendly plant life. As far away from the door as possible, he leaned against the wall of the tree with his sword still drawn and cursed himself for not being able to save the horses. Unable to think of anything that would have made a difference, he cursed Darieus.

The disturbing noises continued, but after a very long time Tjaden fell asleep.

When Tjaden woke, sunlight poured into the Tumtum tree’s interior. He was sore from the struggle in the night, but happy to be alive. With his sword ready he crawled out onto the wide branch and inspected the clearing. It was vacant. There was no sign of his bed roll and no sign of struggle. Moving farther out on the branch he could see into the path where his horses had been attacked. Again there was no sign of the horses and the ground appeared undisturbed. Tjaden’s heart sunk, but he forced himself to focus on the reason he was there.

With determination he entered the Tumtum tree. Luckily he had left his pack inside the tree instead of taking it with him to the clearing, and it still leaned against the tree wall. Kneeling next to it, he removed the glass container that held the female Jabberwocky’s scent. After unwrapping the padding he tied it to his belt. Without delay, he descended the manmade ladder at the inner edge of the tree’s cavity. The climb down the ladder was much longer than the climb up the bark to the branch, placing him below ground.

The passage felt like it had been scraped with tools long ago. The walls were woody. Not hard like a branch, but soft like the inside of a root, and Tjaden assumed that must be the case. He had to rely on his sense of touch, for the passageway was as black as the path through the tulgey woods.

He trod on, one hand on the wall of the corridor the other on the hilt of his vorpal sword. With each step he felt the weight of the sealed container that held the Jabberwocky essence. Darieus had lied about so many things Tjaden couldn’t help but wonder if the tincture in the flask would have any effect on the Jabberwocky.

The lack of confidence was still foreign to him, even after the doubts of the night before the dark burrow. He was a lone recruit, and only an average recruit at that. His only tools were determination and a flask that had been given him by an unscrupulous egotist. Only a madman would attempt such an assault. But Elora might be at the end of the tunnel, and nothing could make him turn back.

Hundreds of paces later, the passageway began to narrow and angle upward. He could reach up and touch the top of the root corridor. An opening ahead admitted some light and he saw that the walls and floor were stringy. He slowed his pace, his heart racing and a sheen of sweat forming on his brow.

Creeping within an arm’s reach of the narrow opening that led into daylight, Tjaden didn’t dare peek out. He didn’t need to. Standing near the mouth of the tunnel he felt a slight breeze start and stop in rhythm with the sound of resonant breathing. The rotten air current revolted him as it cooled his sweaty brow.

With determination, Tjaden loosened the tie on the container at his hip. Sweaty hands made it difficult, but he chipped off the wax seal.

Clenching his teeth and taking a deep breath, he grasped the lid and…heard a voice. A human voice. Someone was singing, and as he listened to the melancholy dirge he realized it was Elora. Tears sprang immediately to his eyes. Though he’d never accepted the fact that she might actually be dead, he was filled with relief.

With every fiber of his being he wanted to burst out of his hiding place and rush to her. It took immense effort, but he retreated a few steps and sank to his knees to consider his next move.

 


*****

 


Elora was surprised by how many wistful songs she knew. Love songs, nursery rhymes, and even some lullabies. Though the songs made her feel heavyhearted, they also gave her a bit of relief. She wasn’t one to give up, but after nearly two weeks in captivity her options were shrinking.

She sang.

 


Again the dark night presses, presses on thy soul.

Pierces hope and dreaming, he’s never coming home.

‘tever path he’s trodden, trodden free or bond

Onward he’ll continue, the pathway still is long.

 


Ay dah la dee, ta loo ree

Ay dah la tee, lo ray

Ay dah la dee, ta loo ree

Ay dah ta ree ta lay.

 


Ere she ‘pproaches smiling, smiling pure as gold

Nights and years a’ crying, countless ye shall know.

The vanished know no comfort, comfortless are ye

Yet continue waiting, tho’ live or dead she be.

 


Ay dah la dee, ta loo ree

Ay dah la tee, lo ray

Ay dah la dee, ta loo ree

Ay dah ta ree ta lay.

 


The song was a common lullaby in Shey’s Orchard, but Elora never imagined being one of the vanished. Her imprisonment wasn’t physically hard to bear, once she learned she was relatively safe. But she wouldn’t last much longer.

The glade she shared with the Jabberwocky was three or four times larger than the one around the Tumtum tree. The trees that enclosed the clearing were a closely knit wall, the same as the rest of the tulgey wood. A few large boulders and soft grass covered most of the open area.

The only water supply was a natural spring which formed a pool at the center of the glade. Unfortunately, the water was laced with mercury. Every time she took a drink of the spring water she could taste the quicksilver. It was similar to an iron taste, like a bloody nose, but she had enough experience with mercury from helping in her father’s mirror shop to sense the difference. If it was strong enough to taste, every drink was poison, even if it took weeks or months to affect her. She drank only once a day in an attempt to avoid the symptoms as long as possible.

It was nearing midday. He’ll be leaving soon to hunt, she thought. It hadn’t taken long to learn the Jabberwocky’s routine. When he returned he would give her a healthy portion of whatever prey he found. Using the flint and steel she’d found in the glade—presumably by a former captive—she used it to spark a fire to cook the meat for her dinner each night.

The only other item she’d found was a single red ribbon with a gold tip, the kind a maiden wears after her Sixteenery but before her wedding. It wouldn’t be proper for Elora to wear it in her hair, not for another eight months, so she tied it around her wrist. Whoever it belonged to had hopes and aspirations, just like Elora.

Did you have someone waiting for you too? Someone who still waits? she wondered as she toyed with one of the gold tips. The ribbon might be the closest Elora ever came to her own Sixteenery.

Elora flinched as the Jabberwocky stood and lunged into the air. The hole in his wing made flying difficult. How he had received the wound was a mystery, but it happened after he left her in the clearing by the gargantuan tree on the first day. His flight was uneven, more like a bat than a bird. She wondered how much of that was due to the wound in his wing.

“What are you going to bring me for dinner tonight?” she said aloud, though the Jabberwocky was far out of hearing range.

“I have some dried meat and flat bread.”

She jumped at first, not realizing the voice was familiar. Looking around for its source she saw the most welcome sight of her life. Tjaden was walking out of the tunnel. Was he truly shining, or did her imagination just made it seem so?

They rushed into each other’s arms, reminiscent of their embrace after the encounter with the bandersnatch, and melted into their first kiss.

“What are you doing here?” she asked in amazement. Her hands gently caressed his cheeks as they stared into each other’s eyes.

“I’m here to rescue you. I’ll tell you what I know on the way out.” Taking her hand, he led her back into the hollowed root.

“Why didn’t you run, get away from here? And how are you possibly still alive?” he asked as they entered the humid darkness.

“We can’t get out this way. The Tumtum tree, it eats…people, animals. Anything unlucky enough to wander near.”

“I know. I barely escaped last night. The horses weren’t as lucky. But it doesn’t attack during the day, does it?”

She shook her head despite the darkness. “No, but it has vines, appendages that trap whatever wanders in. When any prey approaches, the way is open, but when it tries to leave, the path out is blocked.”

As if talking to himself, Tjaden recited, “Arrive in peace, there’ll be a feast. And there you shall remain.”

“What?”

“Something I heard,” said Tjaden. “I’ll explain when there’s time.”

“Anyway,” said Elora, “the only way out of the clearing by the Tumtum tree is to climb up the tree and down the ladder.”

Tjaden stopped walking and turned toward her. They were engulfed in darkness, yet she stared up into his face. He said, “Which brings us to this root tunnel.”

“Exactly.”

“At least you found the tunnel and avoided the Tumtum tree at night,” said Tjaden. “I always knew you weren’t the kind of girl to give up easily.”

She grinned in the dark, laying her free hand on his arm. “No, I pretty much get what I’m after.”

Predictably, Tjaden had no come back. He just cleared his throat. Signaling the direction of the glade he asked, “Is there any possibility of escaping that way?”

“No, it’s surrounded by trees just like the other clearing. I can barely fit my hand through most places.”

“We’ll have to try the path. With my sword maybe I can cut through.”

“Give me your dagger. I can help or at least defend our ankles if the vines come out.” She thought his spine straightened slightly and knew he was as proud of her as she was of him.

They started down the corridor again, and Tjaden asked, “Why did the beast let you live? How’d you survive?”

“The Jabberwocky isn’t what you think. He’s not what anyone thinks. Where do I start? First of all, he can talk.”

“You mean like a human?”

“Yeah. He struggles, but he can do it.”

“What did he say to you?”

“He just can’t stand to be alone. He used to have a companion, a mate. Before she was killed the two of them lived here alone. They never left except to hunt. Animals, not people. When he lost her his entire life changed. He changed. Became the monster everyone fears.”

“Darieus told me about her; he’s the one who killed her. He gave me a flask of her musk. That was going to be the secret behind my vorpal blade but it looks like I won’t need it now.”

Elora was shocked. “Captain Darieus killed her? The Jabberwocky told me about a man he hates, a man he will kill before he ever rests. It has to be Captain Darieus.” She felt sick to her stomach.

“King Darieus, now. Or King Regent, anyway. The Jabberwocky killed King Barash on the Jubilation day a week ago. Right in front of everyone in the middle of the day.”

“But he’s never attacked the capital before, why would he suddenly discover the capital the one time the king was vulnerable all day?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s worked out perfectly for Darieus. He swears he’ll relinquish the throne once Prince Antion is old enough, but he’s not the kind of man who gives up power.”

They reached the ladder and quickly ascended.

“Elora, this could be a hasty and dangerous escape. Are you healthy enough? He didn’t hurt you, did he?

“On the contrary, the Jabberwocky provided for me. I had as much meat as I could eat every day. He isn’t cruel by nature, but once he spends too much time alone he literally goes mad. Having someone here with him keeps him sane; he sees his mate in the young women he kidnaps. I don’t think the mercury in the water helps his sanity either. That has to be why his captives never survive.”

“One of them is going to survive.” He pulled her toward him and she savored the feeling of safety. “I’ve had enough of planning and plotting,” he said. “Action, finally.” After kissing her again he ducked out onto the branch.

 


*****

 


Tjaden led out of the tree’s interior and onto the branch. Having Elora near him again renewed his determination. There was no way they could fail. With the Jabberwocky out of the way it should be a relatively easy escape. When killing the monster had been his task he accepted it because there didn’t seem to be any other option. Now that escape was possible without fighting the manxome beast, he was more optimistic than ever.

They climbed down the rough exterior of the Tumtum tree much more wary of the huge, carnivorous beast in disguise than the first time he descended. Safely on the ground, he untied the glass container and handed it to Elora so he could be unencumbered for whatever lay ahead. After a deep breath and a look into Elora’s smiling eyes, he started toward the path.

“Wait,” Elora said. “Did you see this? I couldn’t figure it out when he first brought me here.” She led him to the wagon wheel diagram.

“It’s faded,” Elora explained. “When I woke up here it was more pronounced. The cloth was on the stake and it was in the ground right here,” she pointed at the center of the wheel, “and the branch was over here.”

With the markers in place Tjaden recognized it instantly. “It’s a map. It’s an exact copy of the one Darieus showed me when he told me how to find this place, but instead of a stake and branch there were markers for Palassiren and the Tumtum tree. But why…”

The branch was obviously from the Tumtum tree, but what about the strip of cloth? It was the deep blue color of an Elite uniform and smelled strongly of sweat. The scene of mayhem and dead soldiers in the plaza came to mind.

Exactly like the king’s torn cloak, he thought. No, exactly like Darieus’ cloak that he gave to the king.

And Tjaden understood.

The Jabberwocky didn’t bring Elora here. Darieus’ soldiers did. They left her and this shred of Darieus’ cloak with his scent to lure the Jabberwocky to the capital where the king would be conveniently waiting. The branch was placed exactly where the Tumtum tree appeared on a map, and the cloth was staked in the center—Palassiren. Darieus wanted the Jabberwocky to get his bearings.

He planned for the Jabberwocky to arrive on that very day. That’s why he wasted days practicing with machines and why he dressed me in dark blue. So he could present his champion to the people.

Tjaden turned to Elora. His voice was gruff, though he wasn’t angry with her. “Did the Jabberwocky bring you here?”

“Yes,” she answered. “Well, I was so heavy-eyed in camp. I fell asleep and woke up right here. I don’t know why he didn’t just take me all the way to the spring where he lives.”

Because it wasn’t the Jabberwocky.

“Did they give you anything unusual to eat in camp?” he asked.

“No, just the stew and some berries and cream. Wait…I was the only one who got the berries.”

They drugged her. And they dumped her here for the Jabberwocky to find. There never was an attack on the camp.

He knew his sword would never get them past the Tumtum’s vines which blocked the path. Darieus never expected me to make it back, or he would’ve warned me about the tree and told me how to get past it.

Tjaden felt more than betrayed; he felt personally attacked. Darieus had risked Elora’s life to manipulate Tjaden into accepting the quest to kill the Jabberwocky. Less important to Tjaden, but much graver, he had set the king up to be murdered in a violent manner, one that would unite the people behind a new, strong military leader. Darieus is a traitor.

It was hard to believe, but Tjaden had no doubt based on what he had recently learned. Anger held him rooted to the ground next to the Tumtum tree. The entire kingdom is nothing but a pawn for him to get what he wants.

Elora moved to stand next to him, reminding him he was not alone. Unable to control his temper he struck the tree with his fist.

“Why so uffish, Tjaden?” Elora asked, placing her hand on his shoulder. “What is it?”

He opened his mouth to explain but was interrupted by a distant flapping of graceless wings. The Jabberwocky sped over them, dipping and bobbing through the air. He struggled to stay in flight, but crashed into the woods, fifty paces past the clearing.

“Quick, climb into the tree,” Tjaden told her.

“No, I’m staying here to help you.”

“There’s nothing you can do, this is my task. Now go! It’s clattering through the trees.”

“Tjaden, you don’t have to do everything yourself. Let the people who love you lend a hand once in a while.”

There was no argument for that. It had been proven again and again. “I don’t know what you can do, but stay clear of the beast, and watch out for my sword.”

Tjaden stepped away from the tree, drawing his weapon. His entire world consisted of protecting Elora. There was no anger, no fear, no revenge. Just one girl he cared about more than anything in the world. If he failed this time, she would die here.

There was no way he would let that happen. Loosening his arms with wide, criss-crossing swings, he waited for the burbling beast.

 


*****

 


He flew in desperation. I won’t be alone again. Not again. Someone had taken her while he was hunting; the scent of a man polluted his home.

The Jabberwocky passed the Tumtum tree and saw them standing in the clearing. He tried to circle around, but his torn wing gave out and he crashed thunderously into the thick forest. Anger brimmed over and his eyes burned with rage as he pushed through the tulgey woods. The dense trees made it difficult even for him. He ambled forward slowly, whiffling rather than barreling through the trees as he wanted to.

The exertion mixed with frustration caused him to burble throatily. He gasped again and again in a mixture of a bleat, a warble, and a murmur as he whiffled through the close-knit trees.

Burble, lunge. Burble, lunge. The clearing was just ahead.

He burst through the final rows of trees and stormed into the clearing. Blood from his recent kill formed a froth in the corners of his mouth. The man was standing in front of her. In front of his beloved.

They will not take her away from me again.

He felt his eyes afire, heat boring wherever he gazed. Bellowing, he stepped forward, and drew back his head to crush the insolent man.

I won’t let them hurt you. Not again.

Never again.

For the slightest moment he gazed at the insignificant human who stared back without a hint of fear. Even the man’s smell did not betray the horror or panic common to all humans. The puny man rushed at him with a paltry weapon. Slightly surprised, the Jabberwocky opened his jaws and lashed his head forward. But before he collided with the man, his beloved screamed, causing them both to pull up short.

She shouted, “Tjaden. Catch!” Something brown and murky came toward him and the man. The Jabberwocky waited, curious to see what she had thrown. Instead of catching it, the man struck with his sword. The object shattered, sending glass flying through the air along with…

Her.

The Jabberwocky froze where he stood.

Not a substitute, or an imitation.

Her scent.

The unity, joy, and clarity of his former life returned like a bolt of lightning.

Home.

The magnificent aroma washed over him, cleansing his anger and hate. He saw his beloved lying in the glade, brilliant green skin outshining the thick grass. She was smiling and laughing at some awkward step he’d taken. It was the most beautiful sight ever, and it instantly turned his hate to wonder. Despair became hope.

Tears of joy brimmed in his eyes, and for the first time in decades, the Jabberwocky smiled.

 










PART V

 


One, two! One, two! and through and through
 The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!
 He left it dead, and with its head
 He went galumphing back.

 


Tjaden didn’t hesitate. The beast stood motionless in front of him, and he charged. The floodgates were open and his anger at Darieus was vented on the Jabberwocky. In his aggressive style, each blow became a combination. One, two! One, two! His vorpal blade sliced the Jabberwocky’s underbelly.

One, two! One, two!

Tjaden was an unstoppable waterfall. Even the mighty Jabberwock was powerless to stand against him. Like a relentless river he maintained the offensive, sweeping the massive beast away with his force. He had to protect Elora, take her back to Shey’s Orchard alive and whole.

The Jabberwocky’s tough skin was difficult to pierce, though every blow was delivered with as much strength as Tjaden could muster.

His arching swings weren’t sinking deep enough so Tjaden switched to penetrating strikes. In and out, through and through. He felt no pity and no hesitation. His obstacle—his foe—stood before him. As long as Tjaden breathed he would take the battle to his enemy.

Through and through the tough skin went his vorpal blade. The Jabberwocky began to sway, and Tjaden continued to pierce the beast as it fell thunderously to its side.

Snicker-snack. Snicker-snack. His flame-bladed sword flayed the creature open.

Not pausing to catch his breath, Tjaden advanced toward the creature’s exposed neck. He raised his sword, prepared to sever the prostrate head and heard a thunderous “WAIT!”

Stunned, Tjaden took a step back. Had he heard the voice, or felt it? His sword was still at the ready. Too many of Ollie’s feints over the years had tricked him, and he teetered undecided.

“Wait,” the Jabberwocky breathed with less force. The voice was deep and potent. Penetrating much more than ears, it was old, but without a hint of frailty. “I remember her. Clear I see now.”

Tjaden and Elora both stood listening to the creature. Despite its massive wounds, the Jabberwocky somehow seemed happy. Relieved. The acrid scent hanging thick in the air revolted Tjaden, but the Jabberwocky breathed deeply through wide, flaring nostrils.

“I regret I kidnapped beloveds. Now I’m never to get revenge for him who killed my beloved.”

“You mean revenge on the soldier who killed her?” Tjaden asked.

The Jabberwocky’s eyes flared briefly with anger, then it breathed in the sour aroma and smiled peaceably again. “Yes, revenge on him.”

Labored breathing—coming deep and resonant from the Jabberwocky, but rapid from Tjaden—filled the clearing.

Tjaden spoke, “I…owe him revenge also. I will do everything I can to cause his downfall. He has betrayed me, and attempted to kill the one I love as he did to the one you loved.”

“My head,” said the Jabberwocky. “Gift it to him and mine revenge will be mine.”

“I don’t understand,” Tjaden said, still on guard for an attack.

“Take my head,” the peaceful monster replied. “Set it front of him. Our revenge it will be.”

From where she watched, Elora asked, “Do you have to kill him, Jay?”

Before he could answer, the Jabberwocky spoke. “To live I do not want. Killing. Snatching. These are not like my life. My life,” he closed his eyes and inhaled so deeply Tjaden had to brace himself to avoid being pulled closer. “My life is this.” With eyes closed in bliss he savored two more full breaths.

“I will take your head and place it in front of Darieus. We will both be avenged,” Tjaden promised as he warily approached the Jabberwocky’s neck.

After relishing one more breath, the Jabberwocky’s smile turned into a threatening grimace as he opened his mouth wide like a serpent preparing to strike.

Tjaden’s sword flashed into the air and fell without hesitation.

Snack!

The final battle sound echoed through the clearing and the gaping head fell severed from the body.

The echo died and was replaced by Elora’s hushed sobs. Tjaden held her, willing to comfort her as long as she needed, for he knew she would be the only one to mourn the mighty Jabberwock.

 


*****

 


Elora didn’t cry long and they resumed their attempted escape. As they suspected, the path was blocked five paces beyond the clearing. A wall of vines, roots, and branches intermingled where he’d ignorantly entered the day before.

His sword was useless against the fibrous tendrils that barred their way. With effort he was able to cut through some, but for every length he cut, two more came from the forest to take its place. The wall grew thicker with each slice, and roots emerged from the ground, moiling toward their attacker. Tjaden had to retreat to avoid being caught.

“We haven’t come this far, only to be trapped like Darieus planned,” Elora announced. “What’s our next move?”

“Is there any way to escape back by the spring?”

“No. I spent an entire week searching it.”

“Can we follow the spring underground?”

She shook her head. “I tried, but the water comes out of a crack in solid rock that’s not even big enough to fit my head through.”

Back in the clearing, Tjaden looked around, hoping to find something he’d missed. He walked to the edge of the clearing and studied the trees. They were a mixture of aspen, oak, elm, and others with mere inches between each trunk. He handed his sword to Elora and said, “I doubt it will work, but I’m going to try climbing over that wall of vines.”

Choosing a thick aspen near the entrance of the path, Tjaden began to climb. An abundance of branches made it easy, but before he was halfway up the tree, the unrelenting vines appeared. He had to scurry down to avoid being trapped.

Back on firm ground, he retrieved his sword and considered their options. It still irritated him to waste time thinking through a problem because he couldn’t solve it with his sword.

The way into the clearing was blocked. With the path barred, the only way out of the Tumtum tree’s clearing was into the tree and down through the root. But he was confident in Elora’s assessment of the glade being sealed tight.

That’s why the Jabberwocky has to fly here, he can’t fit...

“I have an idea,” he said and led Elora around the Tumtum tree. Back in view of the dead beast they saw root-like tendrils already emerging from the ground where the Jabberwocky’s blood flowed from the exposed neck. The tendrils slowly churned the earth, mixing blood and dirt into a thick paste.

As they skirted the gore, Elora said, “The Jabberwocky told me the Tumtum feeds on prey only at night. But I guess it’s not going to pass up an easy meal.”

“At least no one will be able to display its body like a trophy,” Tjaden said.

The broken rim of the circle where the Jabberwocky had whiffled into the clearing lay ahead of them. It wasn’t a very clear path, but it afforded a break in the interlaced wall of vegetation more than wide enough for the two of them. They carefully climbed through the rough gap the Jabberwocky had created, making their way over fallen trunks and around branches. Though Tjaden held his sword ready, the vines didn’t appear.

The trees lining the makeshift corridor were entwined as closely as the wall of trees around the clearing—until they reached the far end of the uneven passage, the spot where the Jabberwocky crashed.

The Jabberwocky had caught the corner of the true path when he collapsed into the trees. Just as Tjaden suspected, the dark path did not lead in a straight line from the Harbinger Spoke to the Tumtum tree, but wrapped in a tightening coil to its perilous center. Before his death, Tjaden’s enemy had unwittingly created a means of escape.

Wasting no time, Tjaden and Elora returned to the clearing. Taking only what was necessary, Tjaden prepared his pack and situated it on Elora’s back. Then he walked to where the Jabberwocky lay.

Even though most of the blood had drained, the head still weighed as much as a small man. The stringy tendrils that hung from the Jabberwocky’s face made satisfactory straps, allowing Tjaden to carry the head like an oversized backpack.

Elora refused to walk behind Tjaden, not wanting to stare at the monster’s hideous pose, so side-by-side they returned to the break in the trees. After crossing the corridor of flattened trees, they entered the cave-like path and began the long road home without another sign of the tendrils and vines. They had escaped the sinister Tumtum tree.

They talked little as they walked along the dark path, afraid that drawing attention might bring on the tendrils and roots. Even when the pinpricks of light faded from the canopy, Tjaden continued to lead Elora, one hand tracing the wall of the trees and the other entwined in hers. Neither of them was comfortable sleeping in the carnivorous forest, but rest breaks became more and more frequent as the burdensome head seemed to grow heavier with every step. Only when lights reappeared above did they dare stop to sleep in turns.

After each had slept a few hours they resumed their trek. Water was plentiful in the rivulets that crossed the path, and Tjaden was glad he brought so much food. But by the time they reached the end of path on the afternoon of the third day, their food supply was gone.

After traveling southeast for five miles on the Harbinger Spoke, they left the road to enter a small town. With the trophy Tjaden bore, the townsfolk of Silhaven were proud to provide horses and supplies to the heroic couple. They would accept no payment and offered lodging for as long as the heroes desired to stay. The townspeople begged the pair rest and tell how they had slain the Jabberwocky, but Tjaden was anxious to arrive at the capital before news of their success reached Darieus.

After a welcomed meal, they prepared to continue on the road. However, every time they approached one of the horses with the severed head, it bolted. They had to wrap the head in canvas before either of the horses would accept it. Even then, the animal was skittish. They left Silhaven as soon as the head was secured.

When they made camp two hours later they placed the severed head apart from themselves and the animals. Under the canvas, it was still frozen in the same threatening pose. Tjaden built a fire and after eating, the two sat close and stared into the flames. The unpredictable flames were not as soothing to watch as water flowing, but with Elora by his side, Tjaden didn’t complain.

With the strain of the heavy head gone, conversation was easier and Tjaden and Elora had a chance to tell each other more about their individual adventures.

Tjaden was anxious to tell her about Ollie—his dedication to archery, the praise from Darieus, the broken leg, and how proud he was to stick two arrows into the Jabberwocky.

“Didn’t I tell you some day that bow would save your life?”

Tjaden nodded. “And Ollie told me the same thing at least a dozen times. Between the two of you I don’t expect to ever hear the end of it.” He continued in a more serious tone. “I hope he’s safe.”

“What do you mean? Lying in his bed in the barracks is much safer than what we’ve been through.”

“That’s not what I mean. Darieus was very selective about what he told us, but he revealed a lot of secrets by the time I left. Enough for me to figure out who was behind your kidnapping and the death of King Barash. And I know he doesn’t expect us to make it back.”

“So Ollie would be the only one who could expose him. Do you think Darieus will do anything to him?”

“Not yet. Ollie can’t do much harm lying in bed. But I’m sure there’ll be a guard nearby making sure he doesn’t talk to anyone. Probably an Elite. I wonder how many of them know the truth about the Jabberwocky.”

“Why?”

“When Darieus killed the first Jabberwocky he had a hundred Elites with him. Half of them died, but that leaves fifty that know the truth, and soldiers tend to confide in each other.”

“So why didn’t he send one of them? Why send a new recruit?”

“They must also know the truth about the Tumtum tree. Maybe he saw too many possible complications of trying sending one of them on a suicide mission. He had great confidence in the female’s scent and knew one determined recruit could succeed.”

“And that’s why he kidnapped me and left me there with the map. The Jabberwocky kills King Barash and you kill the Jabberwocky. Then you and Ollie get trapped, all three of us die, and no one ever knows.”

Tjaden nodded. “No one would be able to confirm the death of the Jabberwocky, so Darieus could keep those lies going as long as it kept him on the throne.”

“But how did the soldiers that put me there escape the Tumtum tree?”

“If I had half a dozen soldiers I’d spread them out near the entrance. The tendrils would probably not appear until all the prey was in the clearing. Even if the vines did come, I think four or five men could prevent the wall from forming while the other one or two planted you and the map. But I still have no idea how anyone ever lived to tell about the tree in the first place.”

“With that many soldiers maybe they overwhelmed it,” said Elora.

“Maybe,” said Tjaden. “And it’s possible they took heavy losses learning its secrets. I have no doubt Darieus wanted both of us to die there. And Ollie too, before he broke his leg. Darieus will probably send a company to find out if I succeeded. He really wants that head.”

As Tjaden told her about the morbid collection of animals, she snuggled close and rested her head on his shoulder. She dozed off and Tjaden let her sleep there for a while before helping her into her bedroll.

Two days later they reached the fork in the road where Tjaden had encountered the grinning Cheshire Cat. He told Elora everything he could remember about the conversation. But the cat was nowhere to be seen so they rode on. After fifty paces, Tjaden turned to take one last glance and thought he saw the outline of a wide grin above the branch where the cat had been. It faded as he stared until he couldn’t make it out.

Palassiren came into view the next day. Before getting close enough to be seen by the guards, Tjaden and Elora stopped to change riding arrangements and rest the horses. They had been riding double, leaving the other horse to bear the severed head. But as they approached the walls of the city, Tjaden rode with the head secured awkwardly behind him and Elora on her own horse at his side. Their plan hinged on making a noticeable entrance.

Tjaden allowed the horses a slow pace until they had a clear view of the guards at the gate. As soon as he was close enough to be recognized, he urged his horse to gallop, but ended up galumphing with his unwieldy cargo. A cry went up before they had entered the city and by the time they reached the market-lined streets, people were gathered to see the cause of the commotion.

As Tjaden and Elora passed the crowds with evidence of their victory prominently displayed, the people erupted in cheering and encouragement. Children hid in their mothers’ skirts, terrified by the beast’s gaping maw. Grown men and women cheered and shed tears of joy as they waved the happy couple through the streets. The applause got louder and the crowds grew bigger as they neared the city’s center.

They didn’t slow or waver, but rode straight for the large plaza inside the inner walls of the city. Instead of stopping in the center of the square in front of the palaces, Tjaden galumphed in wide circles around the plaza, allowing the surging citizenry time to gather. Thousands swarmed into the common square—cheering, crying, rejoicing.

 










PART VI

 


"And hast thou slain the Jabberwock?
 Come to my arms, my beamish boy!
 O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!"
 He chortled in his joy.

 


Darieus, his military garb replaced by a royal robe, soon arrived with a sizeable guard. A hint of surprise showed on his face as Tjaden slowed his mount and reined in. Before he got within ten paces of the king regent he was cut off by Elites.

They aren’t even going to let me near him. Their reaction confirmed what Tjaden already knew. But he had planned for such a reaction.

Leaving the trophy and his sword tied to the horse, Tjaden dismounted and immediately bent to one knee. Faint blood stains still showed on the cobbles and he realized he was kneeling where the Jabberwocky had wrought so much carnage.

One more, thought Tjaden. One more death will end it all.

The cheers from the crowd started to die down, but Tjaden remained in the same position with his head bowed. Darieus was stuck. He had no choice but to push past his guards and approach Tjaden.

Darieus paused, looming over Tjaden. When he spoke, his voice was formal, and loud enough to carry through the crowd, “And hast thou slain the Jabberwock?”

Tjaden rose, looking as proud and innocent as possible.

“Come to my arms, my beamish boy!” He embraced Tjaden theatrically.

Turning back to the audience, he announced, “Behold! My champion has slain the Jabberwocky!”

Ear shattering applause filled the plaza. Darieus basked in the adulation, and Tjaden attempted to remain calm as nervous sweat dripped down his chest and arms. As the cheering continued he watched Darieus’ vanity mount.

When Tjaden had arrived with Elora and the head, Darieus had been cautious. He had no way of knowing how Tjaden would act or if he would make accusations. The humble pretense had worked, Darieus was at ease.

Standing there soaking up the ovation, Tjaden heard him chortling, “O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay! I’ve done it. They’re mine. It’s all mine.” The noise of the crowd kept Darieus’ words from all but Tjaden.

As the applause died down, Tjaden returned to the horse and untied the detached head then placed it in front of Darieus. That was it, his whole plan. He had followed the Jabberwocky’s instructions, but was unsure what to do next.

Beast and despot faced each other. Threatening grimace matched by satisfied smile. The Jabberwocky’s heavy eyelids were closed and the upper lip was frozen in a menacing snarl, jaws opened as wide as possible. It didn’t have fangs, but oversized, flat front teeth which, in their current position, were level with a man’s shoulders. The smell was horrible, but no worse than when the creature was alive. The color had faded slightly. Instead of the intense green-black the Jabberwocky exhibited when alive, the lifeless skin has become dull, like a rotting lime just before being covered with mold.

At full attention, Tjaden stood at the king regent’s side. Shouting to be heard by the still growing crowd he proclaimed, “My king! I present to you… THE JABBERWOCKY.” With a sweep of his traveling cloak he made a theatrical bow.

Darieus turned to face Tjaden, leaving the gaping jaws to his right. Not to be outdone, Darieus declared, “On behalf of the people of Maravilla, I accept your trophy!”

In an elegant gesture the king regent fanned his cloak wide and returned the bow, his right shoulder inches under the upper jaw of the Jabberwocky.

As the wind from the flourish reached the Jabberwocky’s flared nostrils, the eyes twitched under the closed lids. Darieus’ scent triggered some reflex and the jaws snapped shut like a bear trap. There was no time to dodge or retract, and the teeth clamped down directly on his chest. His cautiousness had been discarded and his arrogance brought him into the beast’s reach. The jaw was locked in death, Darieus’ flailing body firmly clenched within.

The surrounding soldiers, including Tjaden, rushed to free their king, but it was hopeless. By the time axes and sledges arrived to batter the skull, Darieus’ death rattle had come and gone. In time they extricated the king regent’s corpse, but the Jabberwocky’s skull was smashed beyond recognition in the process. The festive atmosphere had turned mournful and the citizens watched the crushed corpse of their beloved leader shrouded, then carried away.

For the people of Palassiren, and all of Maravilla, it was a day of rejoicing and a day of grieving. Tjaden and Elora, however, felt only relief. As he looked at the Jabberwocky’s mangled head, Tjaden was glad the skeleton would never be complete.

Vengeance is ours, he thought.

Elora came to him and slid under his arm into his embrace. She looked up into his eyes and they both knew their future had opened up again. The Jabberwock was slain, the traitor dead, and vengeance served.

 










PART VII

 


'Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
 Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
 All mimsy were the borogoves,
 And the mome raths outgrabe.

 


Despite the full sun it was a chilly day. The residents of Shey’s Orchard gathered with anticipation on the wabe. Tjaden stood waiting in full military attire—dark blue uniform emblazoned with the Circle and the Sword. Though only fifteen months had passed, he appeared years older than the last time the townsfolk had seen him.

Ollie rested on his heels at Tjaden’s side, also wearing the dark blue. Tjaden glanced proudly at the two colored bars on the left side of Ollie’s chest. The first had a blue background with a gold arrow in the foreground. The sharpshooter medal was difficult to earn, even for soldiers who specialized in archery. Ollie had earned it before completing training, despite being bedridden for a month.

The second bar was much less common. It had only been awarded thrice in the history of the Elites. It was plain white with a gold letter “J” in the form of a claw. Tjaden wore its twin. He had insisted that Ollie be given the award, since it was his arrow that had injured the Jabberwocky’s wing. Tjaden explained to Captain Markin, the new leader of the Elites, that the wound had saved him three times. First, it prevented the Jabberwocky from reaching the clearing and alighting directly on top of Tjaden. Second, whiffling through the forest had slowed it down and given Tjaden time to prepare for the Jabberwocky. Third, the coarse trail left behind the Jabberwocky had allowed Elora and him to escape.

Tjaden’s thoughts returned to the moment and he wondered why time passed so slowly whenever he wanted it to go fast. The large crowd was behind him so he inspected the wabe ahead anxiously.

The toves, having been evicted from their nests under the sundial, wandered around the wabe gyring and gimbling, then picking at the uprooted grubs and worms. Borogoves, looking miserable and flimsy in contrast to the festive atmosphere, honked lazily and flew overhead.

Leaning to Ollie, Tjaden asked, “What could be taking so long?”

Ollie chuckled. “You still have a lot to learn about women if you expected her to be on time.”

“I thought that’s why the ceremony was scheduled at brillig, so she could have all day to prepare.”

“I know you must be feeling about as excited as an adolescent Jubjub bird, but give her a few minutes.”

Tjaden blushed and was about to defend himself when a murmur passed through the crowd. The sight when he looked up made his breath catch in his throat. Nothing could possibly be so pure and beautiful. Realizing it was his bride-to-be, a warm shiver passed through his body. Ten feet tall didn't begin to describe how he felt.

Elora was arrayed in white from head to heel, her veil thin enough to show her radiant face and wide smile. The red ribbon she’d been wearing around her wrist was gone, and her own ribbon was no longer in her hair, but in her hand. Her dark hair was a stunning contrast to the brilliant white gown. Around her neck she wore, on a thin gold chain, an oval medallion—white, with a claw-like “J” in the center. It was the only medal ever awarded to a citizen by the Elites. When young King Antion presented her with the medallion, she had to kneel and bow in order for him to reach high enough to place it around her neck. One of his advisors, Lady Palida, offered to lift the king, or call for a stool, but Elora claimed it an honor to kneel before the young king.

She took her place at Tjaden’s side, offering her hand and the ribbon. In contrast to his thick, calloused hand, Elora’s was dainty, and even silkier than the ribbon they both clutched. In unison they turned to gaze at each other. The world around them faded, as it had when he faced the bandersnatch, at the Swap and Spar, and in the final encounter with the Jabberwocky.

Elora was all that mattered.

Tellef’s voice came from somewhere else, and Tjaden didn’t know, or care, if the audience still looked on. He was oblivious to the toves and borogoves that witnessed the ceremony, and even to a pair of raths who had wandered onto the wabe looking for their owner.

Tellef was reaching the end of the ceremony. “Do you, Tjaden and Elora, accept one another as husband and wife?”

The onlookers were silent as the couple opened their mouths in unison to answer. Instead of the pure sound of two lovers committing to each other, they heard a bellowing whistle with an interspersed sneeze, as one of the raths outgrabe loudly. The audience snickered and clapped as Tellef presented the new couple.

 


 


 


End Jabberwocky

Also available by Daniel Coleman – Hatter

The tale of Chism the Elite and of a young man named Hatta, and his ascent into madness.

 













Glossary

Bandersnatch – A swift moving creature with snapping jaws.

Beamish – Radiantly happy.

Borogove – A thin, shabby-looking bird with its feather sticking out all around. Looks something like a live mop.

Brillig – Four o’clock in the afternoon. The time when you begin broiling things for dinner.

Burble – A mixture of a bleat, murmur, and warble.

Chortle – Combination of chuckle and snort.

Eleventeen – Between the ages of ten and thirteen.

Frabjous – Fair, fabulous, and joyous.

Frumious – Combination of fuming and furious. Frequently used to describe a bandersnatch that has lost its temper.

Galumph – An awkward gallop.

Gimble – To make holes as with a gimlet

Gimlet – A hand tool used to drill small holes.

Gyre – To go round and round like a gyroscope.

Jubjub Bird – A desperate bird that lives in perpetual passion.

Manxome – More than fearsome.

Mimsy – Miserable and flimsy.

Mome – Short for ‘from home’, as someone who has lost their way.

Outgribe – Something between bellowing and whistling, with a kind of sneeze in the middle.

Rath – A sort of green pig.

Slithy – Slimy and lithe.

Sprythe – Spry and sharp like a scythe.

Tove – An animal resembling a badger, a lizard and a corkscrew. They prefer to make their nests under sundials.

Tulgey – Thick, dark, and entwined.

Tweedle – A simpleton; imbecile.

Uffish – A state of mind when the voice is gruffish, the manner roughish, and the temper huffish.

Wabe – The grass plot around a sundial. It is called a “wabe” because it goes on a long way before it, a long way behind it, and a long way beyond it on each side.
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Jabberwocky will be available in audiobook format in August 2011!

Check the website for updates.

 


 


If you enjoyed this book, please tell a friend, blog about it, or post reviews.
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