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            INTRODUCTION

          

          THE BLACK PIPER

        

      

    

    
      I originally wrote a short piece as an introduction to this anthology. A Prelude, if you will, meant to serve as a way to invite the reader along for the ride.

      But there was something that nagged me: the prelude introduced the stories, but it failed to address the storytellers. You know, that group of people without whom this entire venture wouldn’t be possible. The group of people who shape the very fabric of reality with their words. The group of people for whom their pen is their sword.

      The funny thing is, the first song we wrote for the soundtrack rectified this discrepancy, but, well, there was no story to accompany the song. I mean, there was a vision in my head about what it meant, and I kept imagining we’d share that vision at some point. But how odd it would be to include a “Prelude to the Prelude” without giving the reader a hint of just what on Earth—or whatever planet we’re on—that even meant!

      So… let’s fix that!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thousands of roads from everywhere converge upon a large and magnificent city with twenty-three gates. This city—one glorious Circle—attracts people of all kinds from across the Six-and-Three-Quarters Kingdoms. It is a city which fosters and even magnifies dreams. A city wherein are recounted deeds of heroes and common folk alike from across the world. It is a city of promise.

      Twenty-four Taleweavers stand, paper and quills in hand, each at a different gate with the notable exception of one dynamic duo who prepare to enter the same ingress. And of course, this story needs a dragon, so just for good measure, one of the Taleweavers awaits the call with a towering, wingless companion. (This dragon is not of the standard Northern Kingdom variety.)

      A few of these Taleweavers have been here before. They know this city and are excited to share it with the newcomers. But one thing they all have in common: purpose. Some might be new, but they are prepared for the reality that making it in this city takes resolve and determination, along with a heavy dose of dedication to their craft.

      It’s not an easy path they have chosen—or, perhaps more accurately, that chose them. But it is their path, and they may encounter many a friend and foe along the way. Guides and obstacles. But for now, the one thing they hold most dear is hope.

      It is the morning’s golden hour, and the sun begins to rise. The air holds a palpable energy. This is it. This is our time.

      In an instant, the gates draw, and the Taleweavers are thrust into a chaotic scene—a bustling marketplace or thoroughfare where cultures clash and ideas flow in a beautifully tumultuous harmony.

      As they navigate the chaos, they are joined, one at a time, by a musical companion. And one by one, they find their place, in whatever corner of the city they find most comfortable, exciting, or interesting.

      They take the stage. Or a stair. Or a soap box. Standing anywhere people can see them, and they call out.

      “Come!”

      “See!”

      “Hear!”

      And that is when their tales begin. Tales of pain and overcoming. Of darkness and light. Of transcendence. Of hope. Or in some cases, simply tales of good, old-fashioned, inventive fun.

      As they draw crowds and as people hear their stories, their anxious energy turns into excitement, and their hopes turn into joy. This excitement is transferred to their onlooking guests, who stand ready to receive an unparalleled experience, which will be followed by the musical retelling and embellishment of what they had just heard, enhancing their experience to a level that is relatively novel to the city.

      Word spreads, and the crowds grow.

      Dear reader, dear guest, these are their stories.

      Guests and Taleweavers alike: Welcome to the Circle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRELUDE

          

          THE BLACK PIPER

        

      

    

    
      “Gather round.”

      She knew full well that the dragon whose muzzle she sat atop was the cause for the onlookers’ apprehension. She wouldn’t bother to explain that the creature had been rendered harmless (you know, because it had been slain).

      Of course, the people could hardly be blamed. She had spent the last several hours fighting the beast—smashing through walls, buildings, caravans, and marketplaces (plural) in the bitter fight of body and soul, even knocking the dome and one minaret off of a beautiful, blue-patterned—temple?—in the scuffle.

      Also, while the beast appeared vanquished, there was always the possibility that the battle was only the storm before, well, the storm.

      But even if the dragon itself wouldn’t agree, she knew it was over now. And the golden hour had arrived, bringing with it a light, warm breeze that carried the smells of a half-dozen exotic dinners through the air. Except for that last bit about food, the lighting and the warm wind made it the perfect time for telling stories. (Honestly, when was she ever really afforded the perfect time? But, circumstances what they were, she took what was available.)

      “I am not the Black Piper,” she declared.

      That drew the interest she had hoped and needed, turning fear into curiosity. Renown of the Black Piper had begun to grow across the southern kingdoms, and rumors had spread (who knows who could have started those) about a woman claiming not to be the Black Piper.

      Blessedly, a healthy-sized crowd began to form.

      It seemed to be working well in her favor now, but good golly if the dragon hadn’t sought out the widest possible audience for its fight by coming here, to the great crossroads of commerce and innovation, where the Six-and-Three-Quarters Kingdoms connected at the heart of the world—the Circle. This place drew folk of all kinds, from businesspeople to noblemen, entertainers to justices to bread artists. And, of course, a generous helping of warriors stopping off on their way to a distant call to glory.

      Surprisingly, only two such warriors had come to her aid in the fight. But you know how it is when you’re battling a dragon . . . no one wants to get in the middle of, well, whatever’s going on there. She was more surprised that two people actually had stood with her. She hadn’t expected that, and she felt an overwhelming and profound sense of gratitude for it. She would not have lived to tell any more stories if not for those two.

      But that battle, how it started, and more importantly perhaps, how it ended, would be one epic story to tell another time.

      Instead of dwelling on the past, she crossed one knee over the other and picked up Wu Mei, her red-shelled pipa, which she knew would be mistaken for a lute here. She pulled back the wide sleeves of her hanfu and drew out the suspense with a single-note tremolo.

      “But I do know the Piper.”

      Whispers from the crowd rose to a gentle murmur, and the woman executed a fast, ornamented run on the pipa, ending in a rolled chord.

      She had tuned Wu Mei to the king’s Espilianes, the local language of the Circle, and as she played, her words appeared in the minds of the onlookers, so that she was sure to be understood, even by those at the farthest edges of the group. Each person would see the writing as if it were glowing gold characters carved out of the evening sky. She did this as a courtesy—she would hate for anyone to miss a single word.

      “If you listen closely,” she said, “you will hear stories that will transport you into the heart of adventure, force you directly into the path of danger, and if you are lucky . . . or perhaps unlucky” —she looked back at the dragon’s wings and inhaled, only barely losing her grip on her smile—“transform you.” Her attention turned back to the crowd, her full smile returned, and her eyes grew mysterious. “In essence, dear people, these stories are not safe.”

      The crowd “oohed” at the golden words, and she smiled inwardly. That never got old. And, at a time like this, she needed that feeling with growing desperation.

      She stood abruptly, for she had a job to do and an impression to make, and as I’m sure you understand . . . impressions don’t make themselves. She leapt from the dragon, her robe fluttering as she flew—floated—through the air, and came to rest, gently, in the middle of the crowd.

      Gasps rippled around her. The townspeople would not think this art, but magic, and perhaps it was.

      Either way, the chance to witness that magic through her audience’s reaction awakened something within her—or at least stirred something, pulling her out of a brutal and extended slumber.

      A long ribbon shot out from her left sleeve at the flick of her wrist, snaking deftly through the audience. It snapped mere centimeters from the faces of two talking farmers, politely requesting their attention before she recalled the ribbon.

      As they hushed, she took in the full group, somehow regarding each onlooker individually, knowingly, until her gaze finally came to a solid rest, locking intently with your eyes.

      You have no idea what you are in for, she thought, her words transported into your mind.

      

      
        
        “Please enjoy the Tales of The Black Piper.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE TROMPING

          

          BY KRISTEN BRITAIN†
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      I created the world.

      I created it all.

      Sapphire lakes, towering evergreens, and flower-dotted meadows; majestic mountains, and oceans without end. From dark, I made light and splashed the sky with rainbows and stars for color and sparkle.

      From on high, I observe the smallest of insects to the largest of whales. The stag with his crown of antlers stands on a hill, a full moon behind him. He tosses his head and snorts. Steam rises from his nostrils.

      It is mine, all mine, the landscape and its creatures, the wave-tossed ocean and the bright sky, all devised with but a thought, and it pleases me.

      Yet something is missing. Wild creatures and mountains do not speak as I speak. Rivers and deer do not dance as I dance. I crave company, and loneliness compels me to create humans, for none are more like me than they.

      They build villages and towns, my humans, a big stone castle or two in which they dwell. They share a pot of tea and gossip, or herd sheep across the moors. They engage in trade and raise families. Watching their festivals, weddings, friendships, and family gatherings only deepens my loneliness… for I cannot walk among them—only create or end them.

      The land is vast and abundant, the people content and happy. All well and good, but alas, this goddess is not content. Bored. Or maybe I am jealous of my people for their happiness. In any case, it is time to shake things up a bit. Just for fun, I sprinkle in other peoples who possess magical qualities. Perhaps there is conflict among the different kinds of people. Yes, yes, conflict is desirable. Life can’t be all sparkles and rainbows.

      More conflict. I need more. I inject evil into this world, from petty thieves to villainy on an epic scale. Yes, this makes things very interesting. See the Dark Lord rise!

      Perhaps it is cruel to subject my people to evil, but a goddess requires at least a morsel of entertainment, as is her due. An eternity of watching sheep herding is not exactly a riveting diversion. I justify the creation of evil to teach my people to appreciate the good, the paradise I made for them. An occasional offering of wine to honor their creator wouldn’t hurt either.

      War! I have created war. Malignant armies march on the cities and villages, upending content lives. Heroes arise who endure unimaginable trials to fight the evil and restore peace and goodness. Even if they succeed, humans are tainted, for now they know greed, hate, vice, murder, and more. Evil will re-emerge in small and great ways to challenge them again. I corrupted them and there is no turning back.

      In this world, love raises the stakes. The people must love their lives, one another, and their land to stand up against evil. Romantic love, the blossoming of young hearts and⁠—

      Tromp, tromp, tromp…

      What is this? What is this thing? This abominable thing? I did not create it. It is not of my making. It is a monster of savage fangs and claws. It roars. The monster tromps across my world, crushing the forests and castles, splashing through rivers and lakes. It is smooshing my heroes.

      "Begone, beast!"

      Tromp, tromp, tromp…

      It pauses to tip my vessel of wine, an offering left on my altar, over the edge. Glass shatters and blood-red libations splash across my domain. The beast is destroying all my hard work, all I’ve made, crushing all that was good, wise, and beautiful. It annihilates even the dark lords and their armies. My world, my creation, is utterly devastated.

      The beast cares not, shows no remorse.

      Meow.

      Sigh. It is supper time, and even among the pantheon of goddesses, I am least and must serve a higher being.

      

      ~In memory of Bella.
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          INTO THE ADVENTURE
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            THE CLOCKMAKER

          

          EPISODES 1-3

          BY MICHAEL BAHNMILLER†
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        Edited for Tales of The Black Piper

      

      

      
        
        Publisher’s Note:

        What follows is the first three episodes of a larger, forthcoming series currently in development. We hope you will enjoy the beginning of this hero’s narrative.

      

      

      SERIES PROLOGUE

      
        
        “The Clockmaker”

        June 1726

      

      

      A thousand stars pierced the English sky, each one a cosmic plan intricately woven into the night’s deep purple velvet. Below, twin lamps of a passing coach marked a single moment in time as they glinted off the window of the Clockmaker’s storefront.

      Inside the store, a string of ornate longcases and cherry mantel clocks typically encouraged the progression of the world with their every tick. To the casual patron, the clocks often felt unnatural in their perfect synchronicity. Though, at this moment, they would have felt unnatural in their perfect stillness.

      Behind the showroom sat the Clockmaker’s workshop, complete with assortments of calipers and files, a lathe and an engine imported from London. What little light filtered in cast deep shadows across equipment and tables.

      Beyond the workshop, through a concealed portal in the wall, the Clockmaker leaned over a deliberately aged wooden table, carefully crafting his plans with a determination that pushed any other emotion to the recesses of his awareness.

      The room provided the perfect backdrop for concentration. It permeated the deepest black, a darkness only existing outside of space. Faintly colored specks pulsated against the background, disappearing and reappearing elsewhere. It felt like staring into the vastness of eternity while entering a place where time did not exist.

      The sound of wood creaking alarmed the Clockmaker. Not enough to cause him to reach for the green shard tied about his wrist, but he chided himself all the same. This place shielded him from detection.

      The sharp light of an imported lantern pushed back against the expanse, revealing an array of pocket watch wheels, levers, and screws. The Clockmaker turned his attention back to these, assembling each in turn with the deftness of experience and the intensity of a mission. He placed each pinion with exactness; the balance wheel, he precisely timed; the tourbillon—a device fifty years ahead of its time—he delicately calibrated. The most essential components of this piece were all well-advanced, some by several centuries.
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