


THE BOY AND THE SONGBIRD

ZEroreh, book one in The Ealdspell Cycle
By Jesikah Sundin

industrial alley. A cough rumbled through his sticks-and-bones frame. Still he ran, past

T he boy sucked in a lungful of dust and steam-drenched air while barreling down an

drying clothes and piles of newly spun garments. He tipped over a stack of empty wooden
crates dangerously near a row of mineral baths. Factory wash women jumped out of the way
and shouted at him with large smiles—programmed smiles. If only one of the older lads behind
him would fall into the dye vats. But in Ealdspell, luck was a waste of breath. And breath was a
gift.

Since the Cold Winds blew across the realms and dusted crops, livestock, and entire cities,
survival demanded greater sacrifices. Food scarcity hollowed out bellies and gritty air sickened
lungs. The boy felt hunger powerfully. At eight rotations, remorse didn’t crawl across his
conscience for stealing food. Others felt justified in taking his food. Why shouldn’t he take
theirs?

An apple merrily jostled in his pants pocket—his ill-gotten meal. The three boys behind him
would make him pay for snatching their snack too.

Dirt-tinged sunlight blinded the boy as he popped out of the alley and into the town square.
Rothlin proper was laid out similar to the spokes and wheel of a spinning machine. Textile
factories wedged out from the town square toward the spindle tree orchards—the only tree in
the Kingdom of Ealdspell with magical properties strong enough for factory spinning machines
and looms. In-between the factories were service and industrial alleys. Outside of the city’s
wheel were the castle grounds on one side, and on the other, the Castoffs—the disrepaired
remains of cottages and crofter gardens. Where his mither awaited his return.

The Temple of Aisling rose in the center of the town square. The boy slowed his escape to
take in the white alabaster walls. Compared to the vacantly smiling, dingy factory workers who
now congested the streets on their way home, the temple offered a beacon of cleanliness and
perfection. It had been ages since the boy stood so near the holy structure. His small brows
pushed together before he peered over his shoulder. Then he tucked his head, his left cheek
shadowed from sight, and buried himself into the steady current of workers in the streets. But
he didn’t hide his face well enough.

“Scat, Blight!” A woman shoved at his wiry frame with her basket.
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The boy spun on his heel, but a man fisted the back of his tunic, careful to avoid contact
with his skin. “Rules are rules, Blight.”

“Just heading home,” the boy pleaded. “Me mither will be awful worried.”

“Rules are rules.”

Faces sneered and grimaced in disgust. Several adults spit on him as he was dragged by. It
was against the law for blighted children to approach the temple. But he couldn’t spend a night
in the locks. Terrible things happened to blighted children who did. Tales circulated that their
blood filled the temple’s ceremonial copper bowls as a sacrifice to the goddess. Though, the boy
had only seen cattle and pigs given as an offering.

The older lads elbowed through the crowd. The boy sucked in a terrified breath. They would
beat him until the dust drank his blood—forget the temple! And all because they stole his food
first. Anger trembled through his limbs. Digging his booted heels into the dirt street, he yanked
against the hand that held his clothing. The man paused in a beat of confusion. All the time the
boy needed. With a twist, he slid out of his belted tunic and dashed into the thickening crowd
opposite of the man and the older lads.

Women gasped as he shouldered past, upper body bare and face blighted. Some even
covered their children’s eyes. The apple still jangled in his pocket, all he cared about. Freshly
dyed garments hung from laundry lines in a service alley—a good cover. The boy slid into the
shadows, like the faeries had taught him, and crouched low behind crates and stone partition
walls.

And waited.

And waited some more.

As the sun arced toward the horizon behind the factories, the boy ate his apple. He savored
each juicy bite, determined to appreciate his hard-earned reward. His stomach grumbled,
longing for more. But there was nothing else to be had. The skeleton of a core slipped from his
hand and rolled across the dirt path when he slowly rose.

Bit by bit, he crept from his hiding spot and out into the open. The shadows of workers
returning home continued to scale the factory walls. No wash women. The alley guard must not
have arrived yet either. Satisfied, he skipped down the narrow dirt street and plucked a small
green tunic from the line. After a quick search for nearby activity and finding none, he rolled
the garment in the thick layers of dust followed by scrubbing the fine weave against the coarse
stone wall. He then ripped a small hole near the base hem. Thieving textiles was punishable by
death. But this tunic now appeared properly warn and used—hopefully.

Legs tired and belly now partially full, the boy moved with as much stealth as he could
muster. A difficult goal as he hadn’t been down this spoke before, nor was he sure of where the
alley would lead. The spindle tree orchards or toward the Castoffs?

“Yer sister will nae ken,” a man whispered nearby.

“I cannae,” a woman protested with a giggle. “Anaether night.”
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The boy stilled and squinted his eyes. Up ahead was the alley guard. A younger man by the
looks of it, and one too distracted by a pretty girl with a spell woven face to notice anything else.
And so, the boy dodged behind crates and fluttering linens. He almost made it out of the
narrow alley when he breathed in a pocket of dusted air and coughed. A wracking cough that
shook his entire body.

“Boy!” The alley guard shouted at his shadow. “Ye’re trespassing on her Majesty’s—"

“He’s just a wee laddie,” the woman said. “Scurry home to yer mither before her ghost
comes a look’n forye.”

The guard feinted the boy’s direction, his club raised. The boy knew it was all a show to
scare him away. Still, he didn’t need any more encouragement. Perhaps luck did exist in
Ealdspell, in the form of a young woman with enough coin to spell weave a pretty face. Her
future would remain happy.

Unlike his.

More coughs barked from his lungs. The more he ran, the more he needed to gulp air. The
more dust he inhaled. But he did enjoy a large apple and all to himself. The same older lads had
stolen his measly lunch yesterday. Other blighted children might submit to their cruel fate. But
not him—never him.

Would the older lads still treat him like rubbish to be burned if they knew he was a prince?
And that he was the surviving heir to the House of Batten? The Realm he should have inherited
was dusted during the Cold Winds, and so was his family. A faerie huntress from the forested
Realm of Dinalven found him as a wee babe, swaddled tight while sleeping in frost-tipped
moss. He had survived the Cold Winds, but not without a price.

The boy touched the frostbite scar that ran down the length of this face and across his right
cheek. Blighted. Cursed children. Defiled by the goddess. Their kind’s punishment wasn’t
death, but to live with the sins of their dusted ancestors who were believed to have invited the
Cold Winds into the Kingdom of Ealdspell. But, really, the realm of Rothlin needed an example
of humanity’s defectiveness to stitch together Aisling’s Dream of beauty and perfection for the
New Dawn Era. Even he understood this at his young age.

As a babe, no other Royal House wanted him. Not even the House of Rosen, the royal family
in Rothlin—the family he was to marry into when eighteen. The boy screwed up his face in
disgust. The faeries had ensured he knew his history, even the marriage contract. But he was to
keep quiet and keep a birthmark hidden on his lower neck as much as possible, an apparent
family trait among Glenashlen royals. His foster parents were to remain ignorant of his origins
as well, for such knowledge could put their lives at risk. Taking in a bedraggled, blighted lad of
five rotations from the faeries had been risk enough. The Royal Houses believed him dead, for
royals were above blighting, so they believed. A prince without a realm was surely in need of one
too. And so dead he would remain.

“Rest, oh great star. Find the moon and kiss her goodnight. ..
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A girl's voice carried on eventide’s cool breeze and lulled him from his agitated thoughts.
While gathering wool in his head, the boy hadn’t noticed how he had wandered close to the
castle and the ground’s defensive sweet briar thorn bushes. The Castoffs were behind him, in
the opposite direction. He swiveled on his feet but didn’t take a step forward. Her voice, it was
far too beautiful. And kind. His heart wanted to weep with every lilting note. Even though he
knew her melodic gift was manufactured by The Dream—a system of holiness created by the
goddess Aisling.

Curious, he tip-toed into the wall’s shadows until he could squeeze through the brambling
limbs of a towering sweet briar bush. A smile tempted the corners of his mouth. His new tunic
hadn’t hooked onto a single thorn. Approaching the gate was foolish, perhaps more foolish than
stepping near the temple. Still, he had to see the girl. Needed to watch her sing. Needed to feel
the kindness in her song a little while longer. Slowly, ever so slowly, he moved toward the back
gate until he could peek through the bars.

Alarge, ancient stone circle sat just inside the walls, surrounded by a myriad of brightly
colored flowers that dazzled the boy’s eyes. But nothing had ever dazzled him quite like the
vision the girl made while sitting whimsically on a patch of clover inside the standing stones.
White-blonde hair tumbled down her back to her waist. Blue eyes glimmered with the sunset’s
rosy hue. Her ruffled-lace dress rippled around her in shades of lavender and cream. And a
pink- and blue-colored flower chain rested atop her head and graced each wrist. By her size, the
boy estimated she was around five or six rotations. A teacher sat patiently before her and
offered instruction on how to improve her song. But the boy believed she could already rival any
songbird from Dtnelven.

She began another song and the world around her brightened almost immediately. Colors
grew more vivid and soft beams of fading sunlight moved toward her. And that is when he
knew she was magic, for even the setting sun desired the radiance of her company.

A deep sated sigh left his tightened chest. He desperately wanted to stay until the end of
her lesson. The night sky would fully cloak his presence then. Though, the boy needed to find
his way home before his mither’s ghost haunted Rothlin in search of him. He had never seen
anyone die from fright but, after living with the faeries until the age of five, he knew stranger
things were possible.

And so, he attempted to creep backward, toward the evening’s shadows. Until a thorn
snagged his tunic. The boy yanked gently, then yanked again, this time more forcefully. The
tunic gave way, but a faerie-enchanted limb tossed him from the brambling sweet briar bush.
His knees and palms skidded across the dirt. The girl jumped to her feet with a gasp, her perfect
mouth shaped in an O. She blinked prettily and then her sparkling blue gaze traveled to his face
and studied his scar.

Shame heated the boy’s skin. He couldn’t bear the look of horror that surely pinched her
lovely face. Nor did he want to shatter the illusion that the kindness in her voice was entirely for
him. Scrambling to his feet, he kicked up dust to hide his departing body. And then he ran—
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hard—even though his legs shook and his lungs pained with coughs, and even though tears
made tracts of mud down his cheeks. He ran harder than when the older lads had chased him
down various spokes. Harder still than when he escaped the locks.

“Félip!” His mither clutched her chest when he slammed open the front door. “Ye look a
sight, lad. Where have ye been?”

He pushed past his foster mither to his bedroom and curled up under the thin covers of his
bed. That night, he dreamt of the girl with long blonde hair and her beautiful voice. The next
morning, he resolved never to step foot near the castle so long as he lived. Any trilling note from
the girl might very well cause his heart to collapse.

It would be ten difficult rotations before the boy would see the songbird again. But unlike
last time, he wouldn’t miss her smile.. ..
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