Tears of the Goddess

The wine tasted bitter, yet never so bitter as the light reflected in the elf’s eyes. Ragar leaned across the table, his bulk making the structure creek as he did so. His voice, wavering with untold emotions, snapped out at the elf. “You don’t know anything about the matter.”


The elf stood, its motions so fluid that those less experienced would have missed them entirely. In elvish, a language that few spoke in the halls of Last Star Keep, he murmured quietly,”Ah, but I think I do know something of the matter. This is a powerful enemy your people have acquired; a gift that I doubt those in your care would rather appreciate having. Perhaps, maybe, you should do as I say?”


Ragar stood too. His armor shined gold in the light offered by the torches burning silently within their scones upon the thick walls of the council chamber. Weapons clattered as he stood, and his huge muscles cracked. His face, fixed in an expression that seemed to be forged of marble, was covered by a long flowing black beard and two ice blue eyes were set beneath his ragged brown hair and his huge forehead. From the open window came a breeze that briefly stirred the ornamental robe he wore over his armor. His long dark hair flowed in the breeze and everything else was still for a moment.

“As you say? Be glad that our people have a treaty, lest I should do the same to you, elf, as I have done to the Ogres without. The elves would be wise to look to their own affairs.”


“Our own affairs, you say? Ah, I see. At least I think I do, but thinking is such a roundabout process when dealing with you humans. Perhaps, we are attending our affairs, and this is one?”


“No it isn’t,” the words rang with a note of finality.


A scream erupted from outside, and Ragar realized it had started again. It would be merely a matter of time.


The elf bowed, his voice mocking as he stated,” Of course, my lord. I’ll be in my chambers….should you perhaps see the light of truth, yes? Good.” With that, his motions coming so fast that Ragar could hardly view them, the elf left the room, leaving the leader of Last Star Keep, northern outpost of the Horse Riding Sola people, all alone, to wrestle with his demons.


Ragar walked back to the table, his footsteps heavy. He lifted the glass of wine to his lips again and remembered, his lips curling from the bitterness. The wine was red, crimson like Ragar’s accursed memories.
* * *


“Honor,” Ragar’s captain, a small lithe man, had told him, reverence dancing in his voice. “The truth. This is the highest ideal we defenders can hold to.” The man, well past his prime, with a richly peppered beard, held out his hand as though to embrace all the land in the whole realm. The rolling hills seemed unusually peaceful, that spring morning. High overhead a bird flew, its feathered form the only thing blocking out the joyful light of the morning sun.

Ragar nodded his head, raising a hand to stifle a yawn. The captain didn’t seem to notice, for he merely continued speaking.


“Without the truth, where would we be? Without the truth, we would be prey for crueler concepts. For ambition, for cowardice, for death itself. Yes, death itself. If we walk the path of truth, we live well, we die well, and our actions are pure, touching everything around us as they should. If the truth should perish, we leave only lies in our wake, and death. Remember this, Ragar, for this is a most important charge we place upon you this eave.”


Ragar nodded again, paused for a moment, and then saluted with his sword, a thin blade capped with the image of the earth goddess. It had been a blade inherited from his father, the sole inheritance Ragar had gotten from the man.


“A most important charge,” the captain repeated. “For so long we have fought to keep our people safe. This is a dangerous world we live in. Sola is a center of peace in the maelstrom to be, the maelstrom that is already beginning. Orcs, Ogres…yes, we fight these, but there is a far greater foe. One day, this foe shall come, riding on a horse made of bones. Then, only those with honor in their heart will stand between Sola and a final doom. How we carry ourselves until that day…” Ragar nodded his head occasionally, his mind becoming quickly lost in a sea of day dreams and black tidings. Honor? That hadn’t been on his father’s mind the night he had left his mother with a new born child. Honor? Ideals? Where had they been when he had lived in a home without food, when his belly had burned and whined with pain each eve for want of sustenance? Where had honor been when his mother had been hanged for theft, her only crime trying to find food to keep the two of them alive? Honor indeed.

“So, as you can see, she is the key to keeping all safe.” There followed a long pause. Groaning despite himself, Ragar offered a half hearted salute.


“Ragar, we are putting our trust in you. You do know how important this is, don’t you?” the elderly defender asked.


“Of course. This is to be my first mission as a member of the order. Of course I know how important this is.” It was indeed important. As a member of the order he would earn enough wealth to do whatever he wanted. In a few years he would be free to live his life as his mother would have wanted him to. He had to make a good showing on this mission. 


“Good. Remember what I have told you. Supplies are waiting with your mount. She will be waiting for you in the temple. Ride now, for honor, for the goddess, for the lives of all we defend.” The captain then did something unexpected. He draw his sword with a sharp metallic ring and quickly, in a dazzling motion, brought it around towards Ragar for a quick, sharp salute. Ragar paused, momentarily brought out of his emotional pain. Not knowing what to do, he bowed poliety in response.


“Go now.” His elder commanded, sheathing his sword. Ragar turned and made his way back to the keep. 

Last Star Keep was a titanic structure. Its base was surrounded by several motes, its entrance guarded by several portcullises. Numerouse arrow slits guarded its thick walls and atop its towers rested huge balistas. Since its construction, no band of Orcs, no marauding Ogres, no foe period had ever succeeded in invading the northlands of the Sola. Since its construction, the elves had at last signed an alliance and the border disputes had ended. Before those days, the elves too had been a foe. He remembered one evening, when his mother had told him how when she was young her best friend had been murdered during a raid conducted by the elves. Looking at the keep, despite his doubts about honor, he felt safe. This was something that even the elves feared. If the true foe ever did show, it would probably turn tail and run at the sight of Last Star Keep.

He reached the stables and found his steed with detailed maps and a large sack filled with all the supplies a defender might be expected to need. A nice bag of gold jingled within, making Ragar’s face momentarily light up in wonder. He reached in, and let his hand playfully push against the assortment of coins. They felt slick and solid to the touch, and he laughed aloud. He closed the bag of gold tight and placing it very securely tied within the confines of his robes. Then he mounted his horse. The horse struggled for a moment, as it usually did when Ragar first mounted it. For some reason, the beast had never quite taken to its master. Ragar would have requested another, except that the blasted creature could outrun most of its fellows. 

Upon getting his mount under control, he kicked the horse into a slow trot towards the temple. The temples circular structure shined an almost silver hue in the sunlight, its richly curved walls eventually rising to an ellipse dominated with the sign of the sun and moon intertwined, the symbol of the goddess. He dismounted, tying the horse to a poll, and raced eagerly to the elliptical doorway of the temple.  Within fire gyrated within scones and scents of lathender and ash warred in the air. Shadows playfully twirled in the light offered by the torches, and above he could see arcs of light falling downward from out of the sun and moon shapes molded into the roof of the building. 

He had to find her. Only then could he set forth and earn his title. 

He scanned the length of the temple again and again, but saw only priests of the goddess, their heads bowed within white cowled robes. One moved in his path and in his haste he bumped the priest. The priest’s hood fell forward to reveal a face that seemed to have been forged by the goddess herself. Ivory skin glowed slickly in the fire light, its surface white and smooth. Long golden ringlets tumbled from her head, spiraling towards a point adjacent to the small of her back.  Her petite lips curved in a gentle smile and her green eyes, flecked with golden pin points, seemed to speak of the wilds of the world, beyond Last Star Keep. And, just beneath the surface of her golden hair, jutted forth two slightly pointed ears.

“Elf!” he said, breathing in harshly.

She giggled, a bird calling out in a lonely forest. “Not quite. I suppose you’re my brave defender?” His only response was to stare. Giggling again, she took his hand. He found her palm warm and soft to the touch. “Well, my brave defender. We had best be going, unless of course, you’d like to give an offering to the goddess?” Sundly her hand exploded forward and then backwards. Ragar stared, his cheeks red. Held within her tiny delicate hand was his newly acquired sack of gold.
“Give that back!”

“What? This piffle, this? Look at it!” She tore the strings of the sack open, to reveal the gleaming coins. “Gold. Its far too shiny. I don’t trust shiny things. Beneath their gelding, they’re usually worthless.”

“Give it back right now!” he said, grabbing her arm. She struggled for a moment, but his grip was to strong. Giggling, she let her arm go prone and he easily stole the sack of gold back, tucking it back into the supposedly secure place he had earlier set it. 


“Now then…that’s better. You are to be my charge, then?” he asked, his voice thick with misgivings.


“Indeed. I am to deliver this,” she held forth a dull looking rock,” to the free folk of weeping hill, as part of the alliance between our two people. Its safe arrival is vital.” Weeping hill. He calculated. With luck this so called challenge was going to be easy. Orcs hadn’t been that way in ages. He wouldn’t even have to bother keeping watch. A one day journey, if they went fast.


He smiled. “Let’s be on my way then.”


“Yes, let’s be on our way,” she corrected, placing her hand in his own once more, steering him out and away from the temple.


“The sooner we get you to your destination safely, the better.” And the sooner I’ll be rid of you, elf, he silently added. She giggled for no apparent reason. Outside, they made their way to Ragar’s horse, which looked restless. Ragar helped the elf up, and then made his own way up. To his annoyance, his horse hadn’t tried to buck her off or do any of his usual antics. It was just like the horse to behave for the wrong person, he thought incriminatingly as he kicked the horse into a trot. 

“So, what’s your name, my stalwart defender?” the elf asked, her voice singing with the breezes blowing past the pair.


“Of no concern. Understand this. I take you only because I am so ordered, and as far as I’m concerned, the alliance be damned. But I have my orders. Do as I say, and I’ll get you there safely.”


“Oh, you’ll get me there safely,” she promised,” It’s a matter of honor. And without honor, what would you be?” He didn’t respond, and the horse continued moving forward. The sun crept higher into the sky and the road raced away behind them.

* * *


Ragar flung his glass against the wall. It exploded into fragments and the red liquid gurgled into the cracks and crevices of the hard surface. “Honor,” he stated, caught in the memory, in the hate.


A scream bellowed forth from below and was abruptly cut short. That was quick. They were making far faster progress then he had figured. The elf’s words came back to him. Perhaps he could trust the elf, perhaps things could be remedied. Yet, it meant a fate far worse then what was offered below.


He looked to the far side of the room, where an Ogre head hung on the wall. It had been one of his first kills, and he had always been particularly proud of it. Once he had gained the leadership of the keep, he had resolved to take care of the brutes once and for all time. And, for the most part, he had solved the problem, staging massive raids upon the homelands of his enemy. Though many brave defenders had lost their lives in the series of battles, the Ogres had been virtually wiped out. The north lands, up until the dark events in motion, had been especial safe since the annihilation of the Ogre menace. 


He walked towards the huge head, towards its rows of teeth, its ugly snout, its eyes, frozen in surprise for all time. Imagining it was the elf, he spat.


“Honor.”

* * *


As dusk began to cloak the land, she began to sing softly in a language he couldn’t understand. The melody seemed to swing in time to the beating hooves of his horse and the slow swing of the growing mass of clouds above. He was conscious of her form pressing against his back, of the soft scent of her hair. He spurred his horse faster, and the wind picked up, drowning out the sound of her song.

The road was becoming thin and ill used this far from the keep. As he glanced briefly upwards, he sighed. They would not reach the weeping hills this eave. He pulled on his horses reigns and the great beast came to a halt, whinnying in agitation. Patting his mounts head, he turned to look at the elf. Her eyes shined in the twilight, alive and awake despite the long silence.


“You,” he commanded,” get down. We have to make camp for the night. I’d hoped to be rid of you by now, but we have a long way to go yet.”


Her smile vanished, and she nodded, dropping catlike to the ground without a sound. For his own part it was several moments before he had dismounted. As he went about unrolling the tent and preparing a fire, she asked him,” Why did you become a defender?”

“Huh, for reasons beyond the knowing of an elf,” he shot back. She paused and sat down upon the soft grass.


“You do know what being a defender means, don’t you?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper, swinging in the growing wind that blew between the two of them. He heard her none-the-less.


“It means plenty. It means that in a few years, I’ll be able to do what I want, when I want. What more could I want then that?” he said, leaning forward and spraying coarsen atop of a collection of wood he had collected. Cracking flint and steel together, a spark erupted, causing a warm glow to below forth. He leaned in close, the flames highlighting his huge form.

“Is that what it means? Hmmm….but what do you want? I mean, what do you really want?” she asked, coming up behind him to gaze into the pyre.


“Right now, for you to be silent. I wasn’t sent to be your friend, elf,” he said, turning from the fire to glare at her. Then he pushed past her body to stalk off into the darkness.


“So much rage,” she murmured to herself, letting the fire warm her.


The darkness closed about him as he slammed one foot in front of the other. High overhead trees rose to hide the light above. Their strong forms swayed not an inch, even in the growing wind. Old and stately, they stood over the land, watching and protecting it, or so the priests of the goddess would have said. Ragar unsheathed his sword, to regard the image of the goddess. One of her eyes was a sunburst, the other one a full moon. Her smile was a collection of stars, her hair a spiral of comets and waves. He looked from goddess to trees and then back again, and then he spoke.


“Father, you did as you want, and so shall I. Do you hear me? So shall I!!” with that he chucked the sword high into the air where it became lost in the brambles of the branches above. 


A low growl erupted behind him and he turned.


The wolf’s back was pitched in an arc and its ears were pressed low. Its mouth, a collection of ivory teeth, was as sharp as its deep eyes. Its form, a graceful gray, was soon joined by a second and then a third wolf. Together, the trio began to circle around the stunned defender.


He looked upwards, but his fathers sword was no where to be seen. He drew a small dagger from his belt. The miniscule blade arced back and forth as one wolf moved forward. He stabbed forward, but a wild howl cut Ragar’s action short.


The wolf paused and looked to a place behind Ragar. Ragar leaned forward, intent on finishing the wolf, but a small form was sundly in between him and the wolf. The elf grabbed his wrist and abruptly Ragar was upside down and the world was rushing upwards to catch him. On his back, he looked up to see her calm face set with a thin smile. 


“My brave defender, you needn’t try to protect me from these. These are my friends,” she told him. The massive wolf came to nuzzle against her, and she scratched it playfully behind its ears. Ragar rose, wondering briefly why she even needed a defender.


“Oh, but I do,” she said, offering the defender her hand. “This world can be a dangerous place if you walk alone. It’s best always to walk with a friend.” She paused, and a breeze found its way through the trees to tease her long hair. “My name,” she said, ”is Sorivng, and I think I will call you wolfone, my brave defender.” The wolf sat down upon the ground, gazing up at her as Ragar held Sorivng’s smooth hand in his own.
* * *


It might come any time, Ragar thought. Merciless and immortal, the foe was stalking the outer battlements now, killing the men under his protection. 


“I should be out there,” he told himself. 


“To do what, die?” he answered. Walking to the table, he slammed his mailed fist hard against the old wood, leaving the dead wood scratched and scarred. “To do anything! These are my men.” Shaking, he reached into a secret compartment of his armor to remove a small pouch that he always kept with him. From this he pulled forth a small, dull rock. The Goddess’s Tear. He reached for it and held it tight.


Instantly, the thoughts of the men and women all about the keep invaded his mind. Fear. It was everywhere. Numbing, all unimpowering, it made Ragar drop to the floor and whimper for a moment before he regained his senses. Standing, he concentrated.


Today is my son’s birthday. What a way to celebrate it. At least I’m near a window. It’s a long way down. A long way down. Could I survive the fall? Would it matter?

And he concentrated again.


Mother father, where are you. I can hear it. Oh, by all of the goddess’s love, why?

Exertion and pain.


And then nothing.


Ragar groaned. He had never before been in a man’s mind just before they died. The experience was not one he’d like to repeat, he thought with an ironic twitch. He had to keep searching.


Two Stars, two paths. Why this one? Sorcery. A little sorcery is what it calls for. Change the world, just this once, for the good. It must be his choice. It’s his honor…lack thereof.  Without his free will it would be a worthless effort anyway. How can he keep saying now? By the light above, I remember her laugh, her eyes. If it were up to me, I’d do anything to have saved her. Anything. Ragar felt a river of guilt twisting through the dark canyons of his soul, and he did remember her laughter again, and for a moment, he was almost brought back to his memories, but something had him by his very thoughts before he knew what was happening.

Walk those paths, my prey, and you are mine. You are mine. It is you that I longed for as I slept waiting for the end of days to begin, for the joy to begin. It is you, my beloved tyrant, which I have been waiting for. Don’t worry. You will be the last to go. I am looking forward to meeting with you.

With a scream, the goddess’s tear fell hotly out of Ragar’s hand. Its surface, warm to the touch, sent steam upwards as it lay there on the rocky floor. 


It had been the foe’s mind that he had touched using the artifact. Moving to pick up the rock and put it away, Ragar ran to the door, his mind made up. As he ran, he remembered her and he sighed. He remembered so much…the pain he had caused her, the dishonor he had rode back with, a dishonor that had finally come back to consume his soul.
