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CHAPTER ONE

 


The Moon

 


 


Her soft skinned boots, although rising to
her knees and so protecting her from the more virile nettles and
grasses, did not dull the sensation of small stones, twigs and
packed earth that lay beneath her feet.

Rather than be deterred she welcomed these
intimacies, revelling in the crunch and pop, curling her toes into
each step, then springing splay and up. In one hand she carried a
yew stick, using it as a switch to thrash and whip through the
shrubs and wild plants, causing brittle stems to break, casting the
last of the summer seeds into the strong autumnal breeze.

Onwards, Mera meandered through the natural
corridor, blackberry bushes forming high, twisting walls. A few
fruit remained, dry and shrivelled, refusing to give up their safe
harbour amongst the thorns. The harbour which had protected them
from clever, prying beaks and eager purple stained fingers. There,
somewhere in the rambling thicket, came a noise. She paused, poised
still, breath caught. A scratching interrupted the susurrus of the
wind , then a crashing, breaking rushing. For a moment she
considered turning back, images of strange creatures cavorting in
her mind. Hesitated. Llew would never let her live it down if she
came back empty handed. Her resolve hardened, she stomped her foot,
followed by the other. With a pounce and a pirouette she carried on
her way. What fae could possibly harm her when she was so fey
herself?

Just in case she renewed her thrashing with
the switch, like the foolish, fearsome knights in the training
yard. Llew thought he was so tough, so brave playing with the
others, the silly beggars running round with no shirts on, waving
sticks. If she wanted to play games she would simply run with the
keep children. They had dogs as well. Big, smelly, slathering dogs,
always ready with a wet tongue and snuffling nose.

With a start
she realized the thorn corridor was at an end, and all thoughts of
knights and sticks were wiped from her mind as the narrow vision of
the corridor was thrown open. The trees of the
King’s Wood bedecked with
fiery leaves. Deep green of evergreens contrasting with bright
reds, vibrant golds, crisp golden yellow, palest of green, deepest
purple. Bark slick with resin framed by slim, silvery birch,
peeling back to reveal its black core. Each colour forming blocks
to merge and frame one another. Over the patchwork canopy loomed
the sky, fat rain clouds heading to sea, charcoal grey and indigo.
The setting sun brought out unknown colours, painting the sky a
brilliant flaring orange, as if in dying the day had bled fiery
ichors across the heavens.

The world seemed caught in the apex of its
season. Autumn it declared with molten hues, spilling radiance with
a last breath before the dream.

She stood in silence, for an unknown time,
the wind moulding her deep green cloak against her back, russet
skirts tugging about her knees, red curls flying as if seeking to
merge with the burnt splendour.

Her mind still, absorbent, within her a heart
an almost painful lifting, and the earth thrummed beneath her feet
with every ponderous heartbeat. Life pulsing with her own
blood.

Upon the wind
a scent lingered, spicy and earthy. She let it pick her up,
following the path into the woods… at the edge she hesitated, glancing back. Dark would
descend soon. She must be quick.

She knew
where the rowan copse lay, ‘twas not far. In her mind she was the heroine of a story,
her destination clear. She must not veer off the path, or some
snarling beast or pointy toothed goblin would soon gobble her up.
If Llew thought she was afraid, well,
she’d show him. She thought
back to his gloating face, and her determination grew. She would
have the best masque of everyone!

‘Twas Samhain
night when spirits of the dead and capricious creatures, mayhap
even the Utahan ,would be abroad. Later there would be feasting and
dancing around bonfires, and all would wear masques crafted with
nature’s gifts to tell them
apart from waxen faced ghasts and hide the fire of their hearts.
Llew had dared her to enter the woods to gather for hers, knowing
as everyone knew that at sunset all such fey creatures and spirits
would wonder forth, and that the woods and wild places were
favourite haunts.

But she was not afraid, she told the
butterflies in her stomach, not only would she enter the woods but
she would fashion a masque of rowan leaves and berries, bound with
ivy and mistletoe, all the better to see truly, invoking protection
and wisdom. She wanted to see! To be seen.

Soon she reached the copse, the woodland
opened up to reveal the strand of trees, clear space circling them.
A wood within a wood, the berries bright beads of red in the gloom,
the fanfare of leaves riotous in their gold and red glory, the
ancient boles gnarled in repose. She circled widdershins round,
gently spiralling to an opening, perfect for her size. She began to
gather, casting her eye over the bounty, searching for the best
leaves, perfect in their sequence, of all the varying colours.
Slender fingers plucked up the round berries, like drops of blood,
vibrant sprigs. Her perception narrowed, her awareness solely on
her task, her pleasure grew with each perfect specimen collected.
Deeper into the copse she ventured when, into her reverie, slowly
sank the awareness of a voice. Soft and sibilant it seeped through
the boughs, quiet and drifting, then louder. It was no language she
recognized.

Her curiosity piqued, she rose from amidst
the ferns and bracken. She felt no fear. Gently she glided forward,
parting the underbrush. Lower branches sought to grace her hair and
shoulders with caresses, seeming to coax her into the heart of the
copse. Within she glimpsed a movement; something glowed softly in
the gloom, light seemed perceptibly leeched from her surroundings,
the shadows darker in the presence of a shifting pearlescent
glow.

When only a
single bower screened her from the heart she ceased her movement,
hands resting against an ancient tree, surely the largest of them
all. The scent of the bark surrounded her, reminiscent of the
lingering spice earlier. Around this vast bole she peered. Beneath
the spreading canopy lay a secret cavern composed of woven
branches, a latticework holding the smouldering sky at bay and
within stood a white stag; glowing like moonlight, every line a
grace, antlers tall and forked and silver. His breath billowed
mist, lambent eyes resting on the bent form of an old woman. She
stooped, covered in dark wool, the hood of her cloak creating a
shadowed recess in which her face was hidden. With a turn of her
head she revealed a glimpse of her craggy, deeply lined
countenance. One hand curled around a tall knobbled staff,
it’s end firmly plunged into
the loaming, the other emerged from within the voluminous folds of
her clothing. Emerged with a crooked finger, beckoning.

For a moment her reality simply seemed to
stop. The silence to press against her, all in stillness, in
waiting. Should she answer the call or flee? Flee to the bonfires
and press of humanity, flee to the safety of all she had ever
known?

Her hand dropped from the bole and she
stepped way from shelter, revealing herself in full. Her chin
raised high she met that knowing gaze and walked forward. As she
fully entered that twilight cavern the stag grandly paced, each
hoof placed with a dainty precision, the muscles beneath that
glowing hide rippling with each step. He stopped in front of her,
bending his noble neck to snuffle at her face, her hair floating in
his warm musk. Above, a full moon lay cupped by arching horns.

Enchanted by such beauty she dared raise her
hand, slowly reaching up a grubby finger to alight upon his silken
pelt. As her hand stroked surely down his neck there was a flash of
amusement in those dark eyes, and, with a snort, he spun and
antlered through the trees, his luminescence swallowed by the
gloom.

A cackle
split the night air, and the old woman looked upon her with merry
eyes. “Come, child, will you
no greet me?

Abashed, Mera stepped forward, presenting
herself to the crone. Looking into her face she saw something that
reminded her of her bond father. So thinking she thought it prudent
to show respect, folding neatly into a curtsy.

Again that
cackle, like wood splitting in the freezing snow, or the bark of a
rook. “So the little spy
does have manners, eh? And what, pray tell, is a wee lass like
yeself doing wandering the woods on Samhain
nact?”

Mera was
aware of her precipitous position. Unconsciously she chewed her
lower lip, thinking fast on what to say.
She’d never seen this woman
before, so she couldn’t know
who she was. Could she just pretend to be some peasant girl, lost
her way? Something about her heavy presence, the same thing that
demanded respect, told her it would be pointless to lie. With a
shuffle of her feet the words poured.
“Lady, I had no intention of spying
on you! How would I know you’d be here? See, I came to gather these leaves and berries
for my masque, Llew, he said that girls
aren’t brave, he dared me I
wouldn’t come here tonight.
So, see, I had to come, coz’ I am not
scared, and I want to see them! Tonight
I’m going
to-”

“ Hush child,
you do be babbling. Seem clear to me ye be truthful, and
bold!”

Mera closed her mouth, pursuing the crones
expression. She had not expected to be found amusing. Mostly
grownups seemed annoyed by her presence, forever sending her on her
way or scolding her. For simply being.

“ Let me see
what ye have gathered girl, I’ll fashion a masque to leave all others gasping, that I
will.” The crone slowly
lowered herself onto a grassy hummock, with much sighing and
grunting, patting a spot by her knee. Mera knelt and began to
arrange her trove before them both. The crone quickly plucked up a
few larger, supple boughs, twisting and weaving, then began to
arrange the leaves and berries just so. Her were fingers
surprisingly dextrous and nimble. In moments the
masques’ outline was clearly
formed, and fleshed out. “Girl, have ye a tie?”

She dug through her pockets, pulling out a
leather thong. She removed a sticky honey drop with a bashful flick
of her eyelashes, hastily wiping it off on her skirts before she
placed it upon the crones knee.

“Green, eh?
Not the best colour but it’ll do, aye, it’ll
do.” She worked the thong
into the weave, seeming already to know the measurements
needed.

“What’s wrong with
green? I like it, its my favourite colour, I thought it would work
well.” Her tooth made a
painful indent of the soft flesh of her lip.

“Don’t sulk, its
unbecoming. As I said, green’ll do. Sometimes a colour can help focus intent, or denote
meaning. Green is for healing, obviously, green, green things a
growing, cures and potions. And poisons
too…Do they teach you
nuthin’ in that grand castle
o’ yours? Lean
forward.”

She obeyed,
holding her unruly curls back from her eyes.
“Of course they teach me, if I
don’t run off that is. Yes,
I know green is for healing, it’s why them healers wear green, right?
It’s not hard. But then I
thought rowan is really powerful, right?
Isn’t that stronger than a
colour? And isn’t letting me
see truly like a healing? I mean, if I
couldn’t see properly
before, isn’t that like an
ailment? And so, this is like a healing.”

She sat back
on her heels, gazing through the masque, red and gold fringing her
peripheral vision. The crone seemed enthroned by the vast tree, the
roots rising up and curling round her, merging with her skirts.
Some trick of the light revealing half her face softly, the other
lost to shadows. Yet both dark eyes were clearly set on Meredith
and the shadows could not hide the surprise fading into
contemplation, dark knowledge and a shifting sense of hope. In that
moment the crone appeared both far older, and far younger than Mera
had imagined. The moment grew heavier, reaching out, new paths and
possibilities stretching forth, all encompassed in that dark
contemplative gaze. The crone turned her head, settling her deep
hood, her face lost to darkness. A smile playing about her lined
lips, she turned fully into the half light.
“You have an interest in such
things, eh, child? A keen mind too, when
you’re not rambling on. Help
me up, these bones need a warm fire to settle next to. And no doubt
the dancing’s calling to
young feet such as your own. Let us be way from this place,
t’night tis for others to
make merry in.”

The crone
placed a gnarled hand upon her shoulder, huffing as Mera helped her
to her feet. She planted her stick firmly in the ground with each
step, so that they created a rhythm as they made their way through
the darkling woods. Details and colour were absorbed into the
gloom, forming strange shapes. Nothing extraordinary, merely
transformed, made eerie by some alien quality. The shadows were
pierced by subdued splashes of light, glowing fungus climbing trees
like phosphorescent steps.
Strangely they never once stumbled, never found a stray rock or
root to trip blind feet. It was almost as if the woods themselves
gently guided them out.

Mera had to admit that had she been alone she
would probably have ran home, just in case some boggle was laying
in wait. But walking beside the crone, stoic and calm, it was
impossible to be afraid. In the dark the sounds of the night washed
over her; animals settling, or rousing sleepy heads, ravens barking
as they came to roost and told one another of their day, the sweet
song of some night bird in the distance, the gentle passing of the
wind, the burble of an unseen brook, and their own steady
footsteps.

They came to the edge of the woods and
ascended the rolling greens. She looked over her shoulder and saw
the last remnants of the sun laying in thick bands of purple above
the tree line, hints of green giving way to the deep velvet blue,
and finally endless back, lit with the cold fire of the stars. The
woods themselves were a solid wall of shadow, their tips moving as
if the surface of some vast lake, faint glimmerings of dancing
lights in the depths. For a moment the distant song of the night
bird sounded like the sweet, haunting voice of a woman before being
carried away into the night.

Again she
entered the thorn corridor, the tall walls curving overhead to cut
off such fantastical sights. Here the darkness was deep, almost
palatable, the white stones gleaming against such nullity. . . For
awhile they walked through the burgeoning dark, the quiet of
evening now holding them in embrace. The moon rose higher overhead,
beams framing the darkness rather than dispelling. Into this lull
the crone’s voice dropped
like a stone to a well. “ I
would make ye an offer, child. It seems to me ye be of quick wit
and a keen interest in the arts of herbal lore. It so happens that
I do be knowing something o’ tha subject, and tha I’ve a firm hand. I’ve
also an inkling ye need one of those. Firm but fair, mind ye. My
offer would be t’ meet
wit’ ye on occasion and
share what I know.”

Mera looked
askance at her. Firm? That didn’t sound very good. But then the crone had listened to her,
had spoke to her like an actual person. And she did want to know,
to understand.

“Why? Why
would you want to?”

“Because
I’m an old
woman.”

“That’s not an
answer!”

“Tha’s all the answer
ye’ll be
havin’,
child.”

Guess
that’s the firm, she thought
to herself, and mysterious. She did wonder who this crone was. She
was fairly familiar with the keep folk, and some of the town as
well, yet had never seen, nor heard of her before. She had a
feeling that she was someone who would be notorious. Someone who
would not appreciate prying questions. She considered the offer; to
be taught and treated like an adult, to learn a skill beyond be a
pawn, to have a purpose. The idea was very appealing, yet she knew
that it was not offered lightly, there would be a price. She had
seen clearly that there was always a price. Yet what harm could
come of it? Surely learning how to heal could only benefit the
kingdom she was part of. Her thoughts drifted onto the loss of her
father. If she had been with him, had known how to heal, if any
healer had been with him, he might still be alive. She concentrated
on the offer at hand, ignoring the questions that nagged at her.
The ramifications were unclear to her young mind, but she could see
no bad, only something that she could finally have as her own,
something worthwhile. Her mind aching from the magnitude of her
thoughts she decided to follow her heart.

“I would be
honoured if you would teach me, Mistress.”

The crone
looked at her, not having to look down too far, searched
Mera’s face, though for what
Mera was not sure. The intensity of it made her want to squirm or
look away, but she held her ground, meeting her gaze, letting her
see whatever it was she was looking for. A smile broke out over the
crones face, her wrinkles deepened, the many lines arcing to fold
around her smile and merry eyes. She reached out a hand to smooth
away a wind tousled curl.

“ My name is
Cerid Wren, child, seems you ought to know it
now.”

“Pleased to
meet you Mistress Wren. My name is
Meredith.”

“I know tha,
child. I’ll be leaving ye
here. Meet me again in t’ rowan copse when t’ first frost do be arriving, I have business to be about
till then. You are too keep this t’ yeself, mind. It’s
best for now if its just you and I. And call me Cerid,
child, ‘Mistress
Wren’ makes me feel
old.”

“But….”

The crones laughter barked once more, and
with that she turned and headed towards the Townsway. The darkness
swallowed her hunched form, the thump, thump of her stick growing
fainter.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


The Knight of Swords

 


 


For awhile
Mera stood, staring at the place the crone, Cerid, had been,
running through what had just happened in her mind. It suddenly
didn’t seem real, how could
a dare end so strangely? Through her puzzlement crept a slow joy;
this would be her secret. Llew could have his swords, she would
have her healing. She would learn something useful!

Her fierce
grin quickly faded when she realized it was full dark and growing
later, how long had she been standing there?! She was late, late
again, and going to be in trouble. With a sigh she hiked up her
skirts and ran down a different turning in the thorns, the one that
led to the northern most gate of the palace, the one that led to
the kitchens. It meant she’d
have to walk right across the gardens, but at least
they’d think she had just
got sidetracked in the palace. Just lately she had overheard a few
conversations in which her mama thought she was spending too much
time with the children of the keep, that she was picking up bad
habits. She didn’t want her
to think she was late because she’d been running ‘round town with them. They were the only friends she had.
Only a few of the noble houses had been in residence lately, the
rest having been away through harvest, but they would be back now
and her mama would expect her to ‘make an effort‘. But
the noble kids were all brats anyway. The boys, well were boys.
Being silly or trying to copy their fathers and knights, which Mera
thought was much the same thing. The girls, primping idiots, always
talking about dresses and who they were going to marry, always
talking about prettiness like it was everything. Oh, and always
following Llew around, laughing when he teased her, then teasing
her more to try and impress him. Or trying to be her friend
thinking that would get them near him. She just
didn’t understand, he might
be the Prince but he really was incomparably annoying. Mera scowled
behind her masque.

The path
curved around the curtain wall, one of five near half circles that
formed the defences, build of red sandstone, old and worn smooth.
The walls rose high, obscuring the view of the palace beyond. Their
tops were terraces overflowing with plant life. In the dark they
hung like shadowy impressions; long, dangling Sleeping Ivy lay like
splashes of black, the Honeysnares’ large white flowers glowed, their beguiling scent mingling
with that of the Itch in the Mist to coat the night air with
delicate perfumery. Although beautiful, she knew, as all were
informed, that their beauty hid a deadly nature.

The Sleeping
Ivy would bind anything large that touched it, the
Honeysnare’s perfume sought
to draw in prey, which it then stupefied before piercing flesh with
tendrils seeking nutrients. If disturbed the Itch in the Mist
released spoors that clung to anything that touched it. Spores that
at first would merely itch, but would rapidly burrow into the skin,
the sensation so unbearable that the victim would often tear
through their own skin and flesh. A deadly beauty indeed. It was
this knowledge that first led to her fascination with plants, and
with their possibilities.

Within the
vast central oculus, poised like a bud on the brink of unfurling,
light blazed. She wondered if the Royal house took the name
Rosalind, and the sigil of the Rose, because of the palace, or it
was merely coincidence… obviously they had nurtured the idea when they built the
outer walls, seeking to echo the original style, as much as humanly
possible. But right now she didn’t need to worry about the decisions of the kings of old but
of those of the present one. If he noticed how tardy she was then
he and her mama would both be breathing down her neck. She chewed
on her lower lip. That would be bad.

There were
not many either coming or going from the Kitchen gate now, either
hard at work in the palace, preparing for the evening to come, or
already at the bonfires, to laugh and drink with family and
friends. Some few hurried past, eager expressions clear to see even
in the dark. A few straggling companions chatting about which part
of town they were going to, who had the biggest bonfire, whom they
would be dancing with. As one particularly arduous couple passed
her she heard a gasp, followed by a giggle. She turned to see the
man clutching his backside with a scandalised smile as the woman
ran teasingly out of reach. Their hair streamed behind them they
pelted down the path. Neither chasing the other but rather the
possibility that lay between them. She wished she was as free as
them. She turned to face the gate, much smaller in comparison than
the others, the heavy, spiked portcullis raised, the carved wooden
doors thrown open. To either side stood an armoured guard, spears
erect by their sides, their helms brightly reflecting the light
from within the guard’s room
that spilled the harsh sound of men’s voices, raucous laughter and the rattle of
dice.

Mera took a
deep breath of the clean night air, and straightened her spine. The
guard on the right was older, grizzled. Hazel eyes peered at her
from head to toe and back again, and before he reached the top he
was fighting to keep his face neutral. His name was Melilot and was
often on this gates duty, and he was used to her comings and
goings. The guard on the left was much younger than Melilot, wisps
of golden hair sticking out from under his helm, and from his chin
though no where near enough to be called a beard.
“Good even to you, Princess
Meredith” Melilot put a hint
of smile into the greeting, bending his head in a bow.

The younger
guards eyes went wide, his mouth dropping open as he stared at her,
doing the same look up and down that Melilot had. What were they
staring at? “ Has the
ceremony started yet? Are they in the
gardens?”

“I
don’t think so, though last
the priest and priestess had arrived and were receiving
refreshments” He cracked a
quick grin. “You best hurry
if you’re gonna get there
first.”

“Thanks!”

The wind blew
an errant waft of steam from the laundry, her skin suddenly misted
in the scent of lavender. She hurried down the central pathway,
past the kitchen gardens, herbal scents drifting, past the
vegetable patches, large pumpkins lying bloated on the earth. She
barely noticed her surroundings, though it did strike her how quiet
it was. Usually this area was always bustling with people coming
and going, to work, to eat, or to idle away a quick break in
gossip. Now there were only a few, scurrying like her along the
walkway, intent on their tasks. She avoided the ramp that led to
the doorway of the oculus, she also avoided the stairs that led
down to the kitchen. Usually they were quite tolerant of her, but
she knew tonight they would be busy, very busy, trying to get
everything ready for the feast later. The whole household would be
strained preparing suites for the sudden influx of residents and
guests. She knew she would just get scolded and dragged to the
throne room. Mera headed toward a small door in the eastern wing,
she knew that it was rarely busy and she intended to slip through,
cut across the training yard, through the Guest wing and into the
Court Gardens, where tonight’s ceremony, and festivities, would be taking
place.

Her hand was
resting on the iron handle when a sharp voice cut through the
night, freezing her in place. “Princess Meredith! There you are, where have you been?! I
have been searching the entire grounds, what have you been doing?
Do you want me to get in trouble? Do you enjoy seeing me punished
when I fail to present you on time?”

It was Tansy,
the servant girl often assigned to serve her, to see her dressed
properly, to make sure she had everything she needed and was where
she was supposed to be. The latter she often failed at. Mera hated
having to always let others do everything for her, while she was
supposed to be ‘quiet, good,
well mannered and punctual’.

Tansy’s hair was
escaping its loose coil, falling in waves about her face, her
intentionally presented generous bosom strained against her bodice
as she panted for breath. Her skirts wrinkled and dusty, sleeves
rolled up, and her arms swung vigorously by her sides as she bore
down. She had obviously not taken the time to get ready for
tonight, even though Mera knew she had been looking forward to it,
had brought new ribbons for her hair, and was meeting a certain
stable hand later, once Meredith was safely ensconced at the Royal
celebration. Tansy insisted on prattling on about it. She felt a
flash of guilt and began chewing her lower lip, her feet scuffing
the paving stones.

“Well?
Nothing to say? Stop that, how many times to I need to tell you
it’s unlady like? The
ceremony’s about to start,
Queen Jessamine has already enquired as to where you are, their
highness’ are now preparing
to leave the throne room! We have minutes!”

During this tirade she had swept Mera up,
leading her by her arm, back towards the kitchens, down the steps,
into the thick heat and noise. Unbelievable noise; hissing,
clanging of pots, splashes of liquids, thumps and bangs. A wall of
voices, shouting, calling to one another, the steady chant of the
spit boys, and over it all the bellow of Mistress Senna. The head
chef and master of the kitchen, orchestrating the chaos.

“And look at
the state of you! Covered in mud, wrinkles it your skirt! Just
once, just
once,
couldn’t you please, be on
time, be presentable! Tonight of all nights! You know that the
palace is full to overflowing, and the ambassador from the
Empire!”

Tansy dragged
Mera to a store cupboard, small and dusty, and cramped with
vegetables. She stood there holding the door open, other hand
resting on her hip. “Well?
Don’t just stand there! Go
in! I’ve already told you we
have no time!”

Meredith
hurried inside, back pressed against a high stack of shelves,
packed with the winter stores. Tansy unhooked a large velvet sack
from her waist, one which usually lay at the bottom of Mera’s
wardrobe, and started removing neatly folded clothes.

“ Don’t just watch!
Start stripping, we can’t do
much abut the boots, but you’ll be out side. Look at these clothes, wrinkled! I wont be
surprised if I get demoted to a chary after this! Do you dislike me
so much? Step into the dress, turn around. Well
it’s nice to see you at
least got a masque…I, oh. It
really is quite beautiful.”

Tansy tied
the laces on her dress, a deep maroon, dark pink petticoats, creamy
lace at neck, cuffs and hem. It tickled her hands and chin. She
sighed, formal wear was always uncomfortable, and now she would
have to be careful all night. She knew the dress was expensive, and
she had a habit of staining or tearing them. Tansy had finished her
ties, her hand briefly lingering on the soft velvet, and Mera knew
that she would do much to own such a fine dress. She moved to the
front of her, using her other dress, already dirty, to buff up her
boots. She stood. “Stay
here.”

She
disappeared through the door, taking the dirty things with her
returning moments later, her cheeks rosy from the heat of the
kitchen. The clothes were gone and she had a damp hanky in her
hand, using it to wipe Mera’s face, hands, and finally calves.

“Tansy! Stop
it, I’m not a baby, I can
wash my own face, wh-”

“ We
don’t have time!
You’ll only dither or
question why first, their Highness’ are leaving the throne room now! We have moments to present
you to them, before they meet with the main party, unless you want
us both disgraced in front of as many people as possible. Please,
Princess.”

“No! You
can’t take me to them!
I’ll hurry, please. I was
going to sneak round to the Gardens, go through the training yard.
Please, they don’t have to
know I’m late again, I
don’t want to get in
trouble! You don’t want to
get in trouble either! Please, Tansy,
I’m
sorry.”

Tansy frowned
down at her, wringing the cloth. Obviously considering the
suggestion. “Alright,
alright. No lying though, we’ll make it seem as if you were waiting in the Gardens. But
no lying, if their Highness ask you tell the
truth.” she sighed
“ We’ll both have to
accept the consequences. I’ll take you through the servants quarters,
it’ll be much quicker, now
let’s
run.”

She grabbed
Meredith’s hand, and they
didn’t run, but she led a
fast pace. There was a fine tremble to
Tansy’s hand, a gleam in her
eye. She was actually not that much older than Meredith, a woman
grown, but perhaps only five years older. Meredith suspected, now
that she had said sorry and they had a plan, that Tansy was a
little excited. She had helped cover for her in the past. She led
them through the main corridors, into the narrower, winding ones.
In all was a steady stream of Palace servants, dressed in the
household colours of cream and maroon, hurrying as they were. Many
cast knowing glances their way, but Meredith knew word of their
passing would not reach her mother. The job of the servants, after
all, was to make everything run smoothly. The corridors
occasionally gave way to stairs, they took those leading down. They
took a more direct root under the palace, rather that traverse it.
Tansy increased their pace, suddenly turning to one side, leading
them up a long spiral staircase. At the top she paused, gently
opening the door, and peeked through.

“ Come on, I
can’t see
anyone…”

The door led into the guest wing, overlooking
the Gardens. They hall they entered was a small one, at the end of
which was an elegant door, thrown open to the night. It opened onto
a shallow balcony, the well tended expanses of the Gardens awaiting
beyond. She could already hear the skirling music of reed
instruments, and a low murmur of voices. If it was low then the
main party had not arrived yet. She shared a relieved grin with
Tansy, whilst she made some final adjustments to her clothing,
smiling back. They had made it in time. Tansy opened her mouth to
say something, when a polite cough forestalled her.

They turned
in unison, eyes wide, Mera’s lower lip already firmly between her
teeth. Tansy’s hand came to
rest on her arm, a warning made out of habit. At the other end of
the hall an older gentleman stood waiting and when Mera realized he
wasn’t someone she knew, she
let out her breath and took a closer look. He was old, grey
streaking the hair that brushed his shoulders, blending with the
warm tones of brown, copper, and chestnut. Hazel eyes squinted them
into focus from beneath a brooding brow. His lean frame stooped in
travel worn clothes that looked like they may have once been fine,
but now a good wash wouldn’t
even save them. His clean but crumpled white shirt seemed bright in
comparison, even with the large ink stains decorating the
sleeves.

Tansy dropped
into a curtsy, her face lowered respectfully. She always behaved
proper in front of others, specially if they were nobles, or
guests. She only harangued her in private.
Tansy’s curtsy reminded her
that she was in the palace proper now and had to be a princess. She
tried not to sigh, stopped chewing her lip and gave a gracious
bob. “Greetings, sir. I hope
we did not startle you, my maid had something to tell me. I am
Princess Mera, will you be joining the
festivities?” That was
proper, she glanced at Tansy.

The gentleman
bowed to her. “ It’s a pleasure to
meet you, Princess Meredith. I am Tomas. Yes, indeed I am going to
the festivities. Well, trying to.
It’s been awhile since
I’ve been to this fair city,
and I got lost trying to find the throne room. How, I
don’t know,
it’s not as if the oculus
isn’t big enough. Amazing
design…Er, I managed to find
a servant who kindly gave me
directions…only to end up,
well, here. Where I started.” He looked puzzled at the end of his greeting, his deep
voice rumbling to a close. His accent strange. Mera instantly him.
She smiled.

“ That’s not a
problem, we can just go to the Gardens from here, their
Highness’ are now on their
way there anyway. That will be all, Tansy. You may find your own
fire.” She hoped Tansy could
see the gratitude in her eyes, and that the stable hand would be
waiting for her.

Tansy gave
one last, deep curtsy. “As
the Princess bids.” She
murmured, and left the way they had come.

Tomas offered
his arm, as if she were already a lady of court rather than a
child. She lightly laid down her palm, trying to imitate what she
had seen those ladies do. The top of her head barely reached his
chest. “It would be an
honour to escort you, Princess. It seems you are my saviour. I find
it impossible to be anywhere on time, and now to find that anywhere
at all!”

He benignly patted her hand, and she led them
through the door, and out into the night. Towards the flickering
glow of bonfires, and tumult of excited voices.

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Death

 


 


Llew tried to
exude a calm exterior, tried to wear the polite mask that all
nobles wore, but it was a struggle. His body trembled with
excitement, this was what he loved. His countrymen out in fine
array, expensive clothes, perfumes fogging the night air, witty
repertoire thrown like steel daggers. All basking in his
father’s wealth, his
father’s palace, his
father’s power. King
Gaillardia of Danua. And they loved him. He looked around at the
smiling peerage, and as they looked upon his father their haunty
expressions slipped, revealing true warmth. Of course they looked
upon Llew like that, he knew he was the darling of the court, but
they even looked upon Queen Jessamine with fondness. They watched
his father and bond mother together and smiled. Smiled! He
didn’t understand. He
didn’t see what was so
special about her, what made his father so infatuated, what made
the nobles like her so much. Yes she was a noble in her own right,
a lineage as old as his he could perhaps begrudge, but before his
father married her all the court ladies vied for his attentions.
Some beautiful, powerful and not much older than Llew himself. He
didn’t understand why his
father chose her, and he didn’t understand why there seemed to be absolutely no
resentment amongst those he refused. They just whispered sadly of a
chance at happiness.

Carved wooden
chairs had been set upon a raised greensward for the royal family,
and there they sat now whilst servants busied about them, setting
cosies beneath their feet, offering warmed wine. He impatiently
waved them all away from him, staring at his parents as they waited
for Mera. His farther was a magnificent man, tall in stature, wide
shoulders and a barrel chest. Llew knew from some of the few
training bouts he had shared with his father that he was very
muscled, his arms as big around as
Llew’s waist. It made him
long to be a man.

A mantel of ombre fur was fastened about his
shoulders to ward to the autumn chill, coal black hair, shot with
silver wings, swept back from his handsome face, held in place by
the Rose Crown. Heavy gold and rubies glittered in the firelight.
He had a close cropped beard, split by a stern mouth. Laughter
lines framed soft brown eyes as he looked down at his radiant wife,
a tender expression on his face.

Llew hated
the fact they looked so good together. She was leaning into the
curve of his father’s arm,
laughing at something he was whispering in her ear. Her pale brown
hair pulling free of its elaborate coif, to float about her face
and she wore the consort’s
crown the gold bringing out lighter glimmers in her hair. Her gown
was a dusky purple, heavy silk, its watermark pattern shifting as
she moved. to reveal pleated underskirts in layers of maroon
taffeta. The waistline was cut high beneath her breasts, to allow
for her swollen belly, ripe with his
father’s seed. Llew still
wasn’t sure how he felt
about having a sibling. Well, a real sibling, not like
Mera.

He looked about him in discontent, the
earlier excitement forgotten. Where was she anyway? He wanted this
bit over with, it was so boring just waiting about. He wanted to
find some of the boys his age, perhaps Gosmore. They could hunt
down some of the knights, listen to their tales and debate amongst
themselves who they would want to be paged to. Though, obviously,
Llew always got first choice. He just had to remember not to act
surprised when he found out at the midwinter Solstice. His heart
beat faster at the thought, come spring he would finally start
training; to be a man, a warrior, a Knight of the Realm. No more
playing at it with the little boys.

He let out a
huff, and tried to get comfortable in the stupid seat. His coronet
was chafing his brow, and a strand of hair had got caught at the
back so it pulled every time he moved his head. He
couldn’t even stop it
because it would look weak and foolish to fiddle at himself like an
oaf. He didn’t suppose
warriors were bothered by a little hair being pulled, and nobles
wouldn’t deign to look so
common. He couldn’t fight
the scowl off of his face, he
couldn’t see Gosmore, or
anyone else nearby, he had no one to talk to and his wine was gone.
Where was Mera?

As if his
thoughts had summoned her, he wished it was that easy to get her to
do what he wanted, she appeared through the crowd on the arm, as if
she were already a lady grown he scoffed to himself, of what looked
like some scruffy beggar. The tall
man’s clothes were dirty,
the cut and style way out of date. You
couldn’t even recognized the
colours! Who was he and how dare he approach the king like this?
What was Meredith doing with him? He knew she was stupid, and
didn’t understand how the
Court worked, but surely she should know not to bring her urchin
friends here? He felt a smirk curve his lips. Surely now she would
get in trouble, she always got away with running wild, her mother
and his father had
to notice now.

The King and Queen looked up at her arrival,
each settling into their own seats once more. At least they had
finally let go of one another.

“Princess
Meredith, it is nice of you to join us. What has been keeping
you?” His father
asked.

Meredith
paled, what you could see around her mask. You
weren’t even supposed to put
them on till after the ceremony. He shook his head, she was so
ignorant. She stepped free of the scruffy man, the scarecrow Llew
named him, and folded into a deep curtsy, staring at the grass as
she spoke. “I am sorry, my
King. I thought I would wait here for you, and
then…”

At the
‘my king’
his father had something that looked similar to
disappointment flash across his face. Jessamine reached across to
hold his hand, sharing the look with him. What did that
mean?

Scarecrow
stepped forward, giving the royals a quick bow, opening his mouth
before he had even been acknowledged.
“King Gaillardia, Queen Jessamine,
Prince Llewellyn. My greetings to you on this fair night. Princess
Mera failed to mention that she found me wondering lost, fool that
I am, and was an excellent host, guiding me to your generous
celebrations. So truly any tardiness is my fault. I beg of you your
forgiveness.”

This time he gave a deeper bow, with a
flourish. Who was this man? It annoyed him that he had used his
full name. Llew hated it, it was so girly and old fashioned.

The king
stood, smiling down. “Meredith rise, you have been a dutiful daughter. Come now,
greet your mother. Ah, Tomas old friend and never a fool, it is
good to see you again. It has been too long, and I thank you for
coming.”

Llew gaped as
his father stepped down to clasp forearms with the scarecrow,
Tomas, clapping him on the shoulder like a war brother. Meredith
looked just as surprised, standing by her mother. So it was
not a ploy to curry favour
then.

The king took
up his throne once more, Meredith moving closer to her seat, which
mirrored his own, set slightly before and below the King and
Queen’s. His on the side of
his father, her’s on the
side of her mother. Jessamine’s hand on Meredith’s
shoulder stopped her from sitting down, keeping her by her side, as
she amplified her charm for those watching…
even wasting a smile on Llew.
“ ‘Tis fortuitous
indeed that Meredith should find you. Time rolls ever onwards, our
children are growing, soon to be presented to the court in their
own right. Mera, it is time and past come for you to set aside your
childish freedom. Tomas has kindly agreed to stay and be your
tutor. He shall teach you such things a Princess of Danua, a
daughter of the Houses of the Samphire Straits and Rosalind should
know before you are sent to the Place of Budding
Blooms.”

Mera had
stepped slightly away from her mother during her speech, clearly
trying to hide her horror. Llew fought not to laugh, at last she
was being put into line! His father spoke.
“Tomas has also agreed to teach
you, my son. It seems to my Queen and I that our the Heir could
benefit from a tutor not solely interested in the themes of battle.
You need know of Dania's fruitful heritage, and the history of
those we inhabit this world with.”

The laughter
was wiped from Llew’s mind.
The scarecrow was going to teach him? He thought it was going to
all be training, learning how to fight, how to battle, to seek
glory for his country, but… history lessons?! He didn’t want to be stuck in some stuffy room, reading parchments
and listening to this old man.

“ I am
honoured by your request, King Gaillardia. And look forward to
meeting the fruit of your court. Have no fear, my Prince, Princess,
I shall begin teaching as soon as this festival is over. You will
not have to wait till the spring, I shall take advantage of
winter’s embrace, and fill
your minds whilst we yet shelter by kindly
hearths.”

The scarecrow looked positively happy at the
thought, or at least looked like he was laughing at something. Llew
had been looking forward to the winter, to a full court and
intrigue thick once more, his friends of the summer returned, the
games hall always full. Now that too had been taken away. He sunk
lower in his chair, not bothering too hide his displeasure. There
was tittering laughter from the crowds.

A priestess
moved to his father’s side.
She wore a long black vestment, leaving her arms bare to the cool
night air. Silver circling her upper arms, a white masque, like
bone, upon her face. She had a spill of dark hair down her back,
some few strands woven with silver. He found the Masques for the
Priestess of the Dark, those that symbolized the crone aspect of
the Goddess, sinister. Specially when he could tell, by her smooth
plump arms, that this priestess was young. She whispered to him,
standing tall in his presence, as was her right. His father stood,
raising each hand slowly upwards, a regal bid for silence. That
quiet spread from him, moving through the crowds, until all was
still. Even the town was silent, its usual distant hum muted, as
they too waited. He raised his hands slowly, never trembling, until
they reached high above his head. His fists gently uncurled, his
palms forming a cup. There was a pause, a moment that seemed filled
with pressure, then suddenly the moon tipped over the peak of the
oculus, framed by his father, full in the
King’s hands. The moon
bathed everything, everyone, stealing the vitality and bringing a
sharper focus to everything. The King slowly lowered his
hands.

“My people,
the time has come. Once more it is Samhain night. Once more a year
finishes its turn. Once more we gather to shelter by the light
together, to share our wisdom, our joys, our sorrows. To await the
coming of life, wait for the wheel to turn again, and the new year
to start. On this night we stand on the apex of what was, and what
shall be. Now the veil between all worlds is thin, now is the time
to remember, our past…” He
looked into the distance, lines of sorrow marring his beauty, and
turned that face to Llew. “ our present…” The
sorrow was chased away by pride as he smiled upon his son, then
over his people “… and our
future.” He looked down upon
his wife and her swollen belly, determined joy lighting up his face
once more.

“ So my
people, we drink deep in honour of our ancestors, and we
remember!”

He took up a
goblet that a kneeling servant offered, raising it high. Llew
looked to his side and found a servant and goblet too, they must
have come when the priestess had. He
hadn’t noticed. He stood and
raised his high with his people by his side. They drank it down in
one draught and poured the remaining gulp onto the earth. A
thunderous cry thrummed through the air.
“We remember, we remember, we
remember!”

“ My people,
let the merrymaking unravel, let the wine flow freely, let the food
fill your hunger, and may the dancing steal your
feet!”

Cheers
erupted throughout the crowds, cheers and laughter. The king
reached down taking his masque from the same kneeling servant.
Another came up, the rose emblem emblazoned on her breast, with two
guards at her back. Jessamine stood and removed his crown, and he
her’s. They placed them upon
the waiting pillow in the House Mistresses’
hands, who then swiftly left, the guards close
at her heels. His father and Jessamine started to laughingly help
one another fasten their masques of oak and woven grass. Musicians
had already struck up, it seemed that his father was trying to
convince her to dance.

A gentle cough at his side drew his
attention, a young maid was waiting there, nervously fingering the
rose emblem at her chest. He welcomed the relief as he removed his
circlet, thinking as he did so that this must be the daughter of
that other servant. Or at least looked a lot like her, but
prettier. He placed the circlet on the pillow and she curtsied, her
lace framing budding breasts. Definitely prettier. He felt his face
go red, all unsure of where to look.

She left,
followed by guards, saving him from his uncomfortable feelings. He
put his masque in place, fans of holly leaves, softened by ferns.
As he was tying it he looked through his now narrowed vision and
saw Mera. She was sitting on the edge of her chair, one leg folded
beneath her without a thought of etiquette, and gazing up at the
moon with a strange expression on her face, from what he could see
of it, and as ever chewing her lip. Some trick of the light seemed
to make her eyes glow for a moment. Llew shook his head, who knew
what the silly girl was thinking. Then he noticed that the
priestess hadn’t moved, and
was watching Mera too.

“Prince Llew,
would you care to join me in finding a glass of
wine?”

Distracted
Llew glanced away to find Gosmore, a lordling of a lesser branch of
Arabis House, standing before him. He knew Gos was nearly a year
older than him, but suddenly it was obvious. He must have grown a
couple of inches since he last saw him, and learnt a few more
manners as well. He felt a flash of resentment, but it faded when
he noticed that Gos was going a odd shade of puce. He
grinned. “What have you been
doing Gos, eating your dad’s
fertiliser?”

“Obviously. I
don’t know what happened,
just woke up like it.”

They both grinned at one another, the lost
months forgotten, companionship rekindled in the face of their
changing selves. They dashed into the night in search of tales of
glory and adventure.

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Ace of Wands, Reversed

 


 


Llew and Gos had been heading to the throne
room, to join the feast and dance, but they had got further
distracted along the way.

Already they
had run riot through the crowds outside, watching the
entertainment; fire breathers, jugglers, those who imitated still
life, unfreezing at odd moments to startle those nearby. They had
unmercifully tried to get one to move for some while, before giving
up in pursuit of more lively activities. They had also managed to
sneak more wine than their parents would have allowed, had they
known. Llew felt flushed and giddy, unable to fight his grin or his
happiness. He and Gos had managed to collect quite a few other boys
during their wanderings. Some were already pages, and had been
telling them all sorts of tales about what was to come. Llew
couldn’t wait.

What had distracted them was a dance troupe,
set to either side of the grand entryway to the throne room, whose
vast doors were thrown wide open, revealing glimpses of the
sumptuous ball within. But none of the boys really paid attention
to that. Their attention was securely fastened on the dancers.
Wearing nothing but loin clothes and glittering body oil.

The dance troupe was not made up of Danuans,
though no one was sure where they originated from. Maybe Merida,
they were a mixed enough bunch. Their skin ran from milk pale to a
rich brown, hair from golden to black. They all had a certain
similarity though, all muscled, lithe, all with hair to their
waists, including the men. Most were of a height, though two women,
light and dark, were tiny and delicate. They had been limbering up
when the boys ambled up, getting into their starting positions.
Soon a crowd had gathered.

A deep
thrumming started up. It surprised Llew, whose eyes tore from
supple flesh to find their musicians sitting along the wall. He
hadn’t even noticed them.
The dancers began their dance, slowly circling one another,
extending legs and arms in unison. They were graceful, true, but
this was nothing new. Llew didn’t know where to put his eyes, everywhere there were mostly
naked men and women. He had never seen a
woman’s form with so little
clothes, and was suddenly grateful for the flush the wine had given
him, that so readily hid his embarrassment and confusion. Some of
the older boys didn’t look
confused at all. They openly stared, elbowing one another and
grinning. “That’s the firmest
pair of peaches I’ve ever
seen…” He overheard one
whisper to another. Peaches?

The tempo
rose to become something faster, deeper. The dancers spun away from
one another, holding their pose, leaving the men lonely. Who then
began to writhe to this new tempo, flinging their bodies into the
air only to twist about, landing spry on their feet. With a start
Llew realized they were imitating a fight, graceful kicks arching
over one another’s heads,
coming close together to grapple, entwining with one another.
Seeming to tie their bodies into knots, only to come loose. They
peeled off to tie themselves to a woman waiting, mirroring. The
women pulled themselves free, and the men rejoined their fight. The
women began to twist their bodies, raising a leg high above
themselves, to settle gracefully over their shoulder, arms spread,
weaving, they began to rotate. They men sparred off again, to touch
another pair of waiting women, leaving the petite ones still. These
pounced into the air, landing on their hands, balancing on the tips
of their fingers of one hand, the other hovering above the floor.
They used their legs to dance, bringing them down level with their
hips, spreading wide, to curve gracefully up again. Llew had never
seen anything like it, he didn’t even know it was possible to do such things with your
body. Surely it wasn’t
supposed to bend like that?

At once the
two remaining women leapt upon the shoulders of the men, rolling
their bodies out until they were doing handstands. The men grasped
the women’s wrists thrusting
them into the air, then throwing them back. Each was caught by a
pair of women, who caught their ankles, the men reaching for them
again. As the drums grew insistent the petite women seemed to
cartwheel, flip and pounce across the other pairs of dancers, never
once touching ground. Caught in a clash of cymbals, they were
grasped wrist and ankle, thrown high into the air. Falling, they
were snatched again, again. With each throw the petite women spun,
twirled in the air, as each apex got higher and higher, they began
to cross one another, spinning many times, throwing out their limbs
to form stars with one another. On one such fall it seemed that
they were dropped, disappearing from view. The crowd gasped, crying
out into the silence that lurched where music had
goaded.

The men did standing somersaults, the women
folding out from one another, so it seemed they floated, only
anchored to the ground by two feet. The men knelt by those feet,
gripping and lifting them, extending one leg in smooth line behind
them as the did so.

There was a
pause. A crowd had gathered from the ball, the nobles had dropped
their polite façade and ululated their approval. He could see his
father holding Jessamine close, laughter lighting up their faces.
His father beckoned the dancers to him, his words lost in the
babble of voices. But he seemed to be praising them, he removed his
own brooch, dark gold and garnets, presenting it to one of them.
They all sunk into graceful bows, lowering themselves almost to the
floor. Llew thought they were certainly worthy of such an honour.
He hoped they would winter here.

At the edge of the dance floor he could see
Meredith clapping and grinning, the scarecrow with a hand on her
shoulder as muttered something to her. She turned with a surprised
look on her face and they engaged in a rapid conversation as the
cheers died off. They were both gesturing at the dancers, and she
looked at them with a considering look. Maybe the scarecrow would
be useful for something.

A cool hand settled on his shoulder. He
turned to find the Ambassador at his side. Ambassador Salvias of
the Empire. He had seen him at the formal introduction in the
throne room earlier, before the festival truly began. He cut a
powerful figure, and seemed much more interesting than the previous
ambassador. That one had been an old prig, but when the old Emperor
died last year, the new Emperor had appointed Salvias.

His medium
height, so typical of noble Imperialists, did not diminish the
power he exuded. He was dressed in the latest fashions, a deep blue
silk so fine it was almost transparent, cut close to his body,
fitting perfectly. Over than an even deeper blue jacket, short,
sleeveless, the shoulders rising to form squared horns. The
trousers revealed a cloth-of-silver lining where they were creased
above low heeled shoes, not boots, of some animal skin. Black and
white striped leather, fur peeking out from the seems. He wore
heavy platinum cuffs, chased with the angular patterns typical of
the Empire, and a long platinum chain, at the end of which swung a
large deep red jewel. So dark, but in its depths there seemed to be
a flickering. Llew drew his breath in sharply, could this be
Sanguine? Fabled treasure of the Empire? He had heard rumours that
negotiations for trade of the precious substance had been
happening, hat a breakthrough had been wrought, but so far his
father had not talked much of it. He was entranced by its
beauty. “A pretty bunch
indeed, more than I had expected to find here. They are almost good
enough for the court of his most illustrious Emperor. Mmm, my
Prince? I might ask of their company later
tonight.”

Llew looked
at him, unsure of how to react, did he
mean…to lay with? He felt
heat creeping up his face, but forced a polite expression.
“I am hoping they shall stay the
winter here, I would like to be able to watch them
again.”

The
Ambassador laughed, a rich slithering sound, putting his hand once
more upon Llew’s
shoulder. “Yes I did notice
how enthralled were you and your little friends were. I cannot
fault you, they have skills to charm any
man.”

This time
Llew was almost sure he wasn’t just talking about their dancing, ambassador
Salvias’ smile had a note of
something wicked in it. Is his how men would talk to one another?
This shifting innuendo? He was used to word games at court, it was
a popular past time, but he had never heard it used in such a way
beyond a few tentative teenage wonderings. He glanced over at the
other boys, they had moved away some to give him privacy. Gos was
watching him out of the corner of his eye, Llew supposed that they
were impressed by the fact that the Ambassador was treating him
like a man, like a friend, laughing at his jokes. He turned back to
the Ambassador, a smile upon his face.

“Ah,
Ambassador Salvias, if it is charms you are after, Danua has much
to offer. Shall we go speak with my father? Perhaps you could take
the opportunity to look closer at our skilled dancers? Then to the
feast table I think. ”

Ambassador
Salvias laughed once more, and Llew was pleased that he was happy
with his hospitality. “For
one so young you do have a fine wit. But I always say it is good to
start young, as such innocence beckons like the Honeysnares,
yes?”

Llew
didn’t understand that last
at all, but thought it best just to smile and lead his guest
forward. Llew hated admitting to ignorance. He left the boys
behind. He could always find them later to brag about his new
friend.

“My prince,
do call me Salvias, it would honour me.”
The ambassador murmured as they made their way
through the throngs of laughing Danuans.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


The Hanged Man

 


 


As Tomas entered his rooms dawn was tingeing
grey at the windows, hanging sharp and cold on the brisk breeze. He
went to one such window closing it tight against the odd trill of
laughter, tired in the morning light, as some lingered before
seeking their beds.

He looked about himself taking note of the
furnishings. This was to be his new home, he supposed. King
Gaillardia had given him a suite of rooms, a parlour large enough
to hold a seating area about a hearth, a study area complete with
an antique desk and bookshelves, and a much rougher work bench as
requested. Though he must ask for more bookshelves, he doubted he
could even put up what he had brought in those provided. And he
knew he would inevitably collect more curiosities during his stay
and there was more in storage to blow the dust from. A small eating
table and chairs stood on a raised dais, framed by stained glass
doors which led to his personal balcony. He smiled to himself, it
was too large a space to be called a balcony, but he supposed
balcony would do.

Two doors led from the parlour, one leading
to the privy and wash room, where he even had his own copper tub.
The other led to the bedroom and that enormous bed, big enough for
four people, surely. Though it had been many years since he had had
company of such a nature. The rooms seemed far too large for him,
empty and echoing. He sighed, he had been on the road so long it
would be good to rest his weary bones.

Tomas
rummaged in his travel bags, still left by the seating area as he
had told the serving lad. He liked to unpack his own things, it was
his own ritual he observed wherever he stayed. He enjoyed handling
his possessions, enjoyed to slowly establish himself into a place.
Maybe vestiges of the territorial instinct? Or maybe you
can’t teach an old dog new
tricks. Ah, this had been what he was looking for. He pulled out a
full bottle of Aumorran Brandy, lovingly wiping road dust and lint
from its yellow label. Aumorrans may be an insular bunch, and had
no doubt had their troubles with Danua, a long and bitter feud, but
they did make an excellent brandy. He got a glass from the drinks
cabinet, ignoring the bread, fruits and cheeses set out, and took a
seat by the hearth. He sunk into its cushioned softness, allowing
his back to relax in increments. Taking a sip of the dark brandy,
he sighed with contentment.

He thought of
the children he would be teaching, they were not entirely what he
had expected. They lived up to all he had heard, and he detected
that they both had some basis of intellect. For which he was
grateful. He’d had scenarios
before where he had agreed to teach a
noble’s child (for bread and
board and an opportunity to examine some fascinating texts about
said family’s
ancestor’s dealings with the
Utahan) and had found it impossible. The parents
couldn’t understand why
their little darling wasn’t
improving, and he didn’t
have the heart to tell them it was because he was stupid. Luckily
the boy had an uncanny affinity with horses, and he had told the
parents to encourage this skill. Now they were renowned for the
best bred horses, fast and sleek.

The girl, Meredith, he had expected to be
reluctant. From all he had heard she was a free spirit. This idea
had been confirmed when he found her and her maid obviously getting
up to some mischief, the look on her face! She wore her emotions
plain to see, chasing one another like clouds scudding over the
sun. But she had not rallied against the decision, nor been rude.
He had watched her during the night, noting she was a solitary
creature, and had a willingness to learn, listening to him, and
engaging in lively conversation. If still yet with some immaturity.
At odd moments she would gaze upon something and become lost in
deep thought.

He conjured
the image in his mind’s eye,
closing his real ones, and sipped the brandy. A grassy stage had
been cleared outside, the priests and priestesses standing on the
edge, some in the centre enacting the passing of the Consort from
his full bellied Goddess and the priestesses of Life, to his role
of Lord of the Underworld and the Priestesses of the Dark. It was
when the High Priestess of the Dark had come to stand by the Lords
side that Meredith had suddenly sat forward a look passing strange
across her face. Intrigued he had puzzled over it since. She must
have seen this ritual many times, so what had suddenly caught her
interest? As of yet he could not find an answer.

Ah, and the
Prince, Llewellyn, Llew. He knew that the boy would be difficult,
he was foppish and vain. He had noted the gloating smile that had
lit up his face when he thought that Meredith was being chastised,
but he had also seen the boy’s grasp of court politics and his pride in his country.
Tomas knew it would be struggle to get him to sit for a class, knew
the boy was eagerly anticipating becoming a knight. He made a note
to himself to tailor his lessons to those desires, a hands on
approach. Maybe he could talk to some of the knights to combine
history with strategy? Use those oversized maps and markers
military men were fond of. They boy had great potential.

He also
rather suspected that the boy had taken an instant disliking to
him, though he didn’t know
why. He thought he would have been keen to learn from someone his
father held in regard. Perhaps he should have put a little more
effort into changing his clothes, he must have looked drab compared
to that leech. Salvias had been quick to insinuate himself with the
boy, and to feel out ears sympathetic to the
Empire’s
overtures.

Tomas had
heard the rumours of the new
Emperor’s wish to take a
wife, an alliance bought, and his plans to expand his Empire. He
had also heard that one of the reasons for
Salvias’ visit was to offer
a trade alliance, with the prize of Sanguine. A curious change in
attitude; the last Emperor had kept the development of Sanguine
strictly to within the Empire, enriching nobles of his choice,
solidifying his power, and concentrating his efforts into the
mining of the substance. The Empire itself had not pushed its
boundaries for a generation, merely maintaining already established
footholds. It seemed this new Emperor, young and arrogant, sought
glory, sought to conquer.

And that fabled substance was his lure.
Sanguine. It was said to hold wondrous power, power to be
manipulated into whatever one wished. Each piece charged with that
intent, never to cease, never to expire. Salvias had demonstrated
that night, withdrawing a globe from a velvet purse, the size of an
apple.

“Charged with
the power of the sun” he had
smiling said, “with the
ability to give off light and heat.”.

He had held
out his palm, gently cupping the globe, which began to suffuse the
air about it with a rosy glow. The light grew brighter, until it
reached a blinding white, the outline of the globe sitting in the
centre, a point of dark in that brilliant glare. Salvias abruptly
ceased, calling a young beauty from the crowd, bowing over her
proffered hand, laying upon it a kiss before gently resting her
fingers on the globe. After a moment she gasped.
“It grows warm my Lord! Ohhh,
hotter and hotter!”

Salvias had gently removed her hand,
informing the crowd that it could grow hot enough to cook with, or
with fuel to start a fire. He had then thrown the globe into the
air, to pulse and glow in patterns, and with a flourish it had
disappeared back into the purse.

Tomas
begrudged it was an eye catching demonstration, practical in its
purposes too. There was something about it, Sanguine, that caused
unease in him. He knew he was not the only one, others in the crowd
had repressed a shiver. Meredith had gone pale, abruptly leaving.
He didn’t know why it made
him uneasy, he knew slave labour was used to produce it, and though
he found that despicable it was something more. Something about the
Sanguine itself. Why could it only be found in the Empire? How was
it empowered, what breakthrough had the discovered to securely
harness this power? The answers to the nature of Sanguine were
closely guarded secrets, the Empire would use it to seduce but
they, the Emperor, would retain sole providence.

A thump awoke him, and he realized he must
have fallen asleep. His empty glass rolled on the floor. He bent to
retrieve it, moaning as his back protested. Would he never learn to
go to bed before falling asleep? One night back and already he was
exploring the intrigue. Sunlight was streaming through his windows
as he made his way to the bedroom, pulling heavy drapes closed
against the accursed light. His head started to pound as he climbed
between the sheets.

 



CHAPTER SIX

 


The Eight of Swords

 


 


“That was so
terribly boring and he’s not
even teaching us!” Llew
sauntered down the corridor sneering over his shoulder at
Gos.

“I
know.” Who followed close at
Llew’s heels, dramatically
rolling his eyes.

“I mean,
asking us what we know? How many lessons are we just going to talk
for? I think we already know everything anyway, it is our country,
he’s just some foreign
scarecrow man. I mean obviously.”

“Yeah Llew,
you’re right. It does seem
odd just going over what we do know, you would think
he’d actually teach us what
we don’t
know…obviously.” Gos
grinned.

“And Llew,
Llew, did you see his rooms? They were a mess, my father would kill
me if I did that. Ha, it’s
like a scarecrow in a pigsty!”

Llew looked
at the boy, Holver of Helianthus, thinking he was short and fat,
and stupid it seemed. He let what he thought show on his face.
Lantana threw her arm over Holver, plain boys clothes failing to
disguise the dusky beauty of the Dahlia clan that shone wicked in
her grin. “You
won’t find a scarecrow in a
pigsty mate. They belong in fields. Birds
don’t eat pigs, you
turnip!”

“I knew that!
I did!” Derisive laughter
echoed as Holver’s lips
wobbled. Llew reached the door first, framed by the harsh winter
light as Gos pushed it open, and surveyed the training yard. As he
walked out the frigid air gusted at his hair, pushing it onto his
forehead. He gave a negligible flick and grinned. Finally he could
be where he wanted to be, not stuck with pointless
lessons.

Holver
stumbled out blinking. “They’re still here,
I knew they would be, huh Llew,
didn’t I say? Look
there’s my brother! Holm!
Holm!” Gos grabbed Hovers
arm to stop him from waving and jumping, giving Llew a disgusted
look over his head. Llew made a face back, he
couldn’t believe what a baby
Holver was. Anyone would think he still stayed in his
nursery.

Sure, Llew had only just moved into his
apartments, he would have moved in sooner but they had to be
decorated. He would never admit it to the others, but that first
night had been strange. Those big, dark, silent rooms. No nurse, no
Meredith. Not that he needed them. He gave Holver a push to help
shut him up, and they made their way around the training yards. The
pages had already broken for lunch, or a lesson, a couple of them
lingering to rake the sand. They headed toward the next training
yard, currently being used by the squires. They were split into two
groups, one being taught archery; not really doing much, just
sitting in a tight group, eyes fastened on a tall green clad knight
who had a bow in hand and several others at her feet.

The other
group was much more interesting. They all had real practise swords,
good steel, but nothing fancy. The squires stood in two long rows,
paired off and facing each other. One side would take a defensive
pose, the other attacking, then swap. They attacked and parried in
time to Captain Madder’s
bark.

“ Overhead,
Attack! Exchange. Attack! Exchange. Heart, Attack! Exchange.
Attack! Exchange. Hamstring, Attack!”

As he chanted he walked up and down the
lines. He was tall and thickly muscled, wearing just breeches,
boots and his sword- impervious to the cold. His hair was cut very
short to his head, light brown curls interspersed with grey, a
ragged scar ran from his crown over his forehead and down one
cheek. Where his eye should be was a mass of scars, his one
remaining eye brown. His bare chest revealed more scars. Small
puckered ones, one long and thin curving ragged around his ribs,
another where an arrow had gone in, perilously close to his heart,
and had two more arrow scars on his back. He walked with a rolling,
limping gait. Each time he cried attack, spittle flew from his
mouth. Every now and then he would step close to a squire,
adjusting his grip or swing, kicking their feet into a better
stance.

Llew
couldn’t wait to be a knight
but he promised himself he would be a better at avoiding injury
than Captain Madder, or a least invest in some really good armour.
He didn’t want to look that
grisly. Though he wouldn’t
mind a few scars to demonstrate his valour. The boys crowded on the
squares edge, making sure as to not get in the way. Last week
Captain Madder had decided they were too close and distracting the
squires who he said were ‘indolent, fatted calves waiting for the
slaughter’, and then told
the ‘feckless
ninny-boys’ to go to the
weapons stores and start polishing.

The boys had
spent all morning in that room reeking of old sweat and oil and,
although annoying, they did have fun going over the swear words
they’d heard Captain Madder
frequently use. Llew and Lantana had even dared to have a mock
fight, with overlarge helmets and swords as big as they. They other
boys had been terrified they would get caught, although they
thought it was hilarious and daring. As far as Llew knew, no one
had found out.

“Look at him!
Mama says that he must be eating his fellow squires, because every
time he comes home he’s
twice the size! He’s nearly
as tall as Father now, I think. Did you know that in the spring
some of the older squires are going on a trip, a recon of the
Aumorran border? Holm’s
going, his knight was posted there before he came back to court and
chose Holm. Holm’s knight
said that Holm is more skilful than any Aumorran warlord, he says
that even a couple of our pages could beat a Aumorran soldier! I
bet you could, couldn’t you
Llew?”

Llew raised
his eyebrow, remembering Captain
Madder’s scars.
“Obviously,
I’m not afraid of stinking
Aumorrans. I bet even you could take them on,
Holver.”

There was
much shoving after that, and all agreed that they could take on the
Aumorrans. Why not,
thought Llew, it’s not like they
had crossed the border for about five years now. Or something like
that.

Llew eyed
Holm. Holver was right, he was really big. The younger squires were
gangly and tall, and although Holm was only a second year he looked
like the oldest squires. In fact he already looked like a man fully
grown, apart from the distinct lack of facial hair. Llew glanced at
Holver; they had the same mousy brown hair and arched nose, but
apart from that they didn’t
look anything alike. Llew didn’t think Holver could ever grow up that much, Holm must have
been big even at their age.

Lantana
pulled Llew’s shoulder,
turning him around, and spoke in an awe hushed voice.
“Look,
it’s Lord Knight Caderos of
the House of Twining Ivy! I heard he had come back from
Merida.”

Gos came
close to Llew’s other side,
eyes wide. “Who is he then?
I haven’t seen him since
I’ve been at
court.”

Llew
couldn’t help but gape at
him. How could he not know who Lord Caderos was? The Lord Knight
Caderos. “What? Honestly? I
know your parents don’t come
to court much, but really, you don’t know who he is? You better go make friends with the
scarecrow!”

“No I
don’t! What have my parents
to do with it? They’re
coming more now…”

Lantana
smiled a knowing smile. Preening, Llew thought. She could be such a
braggart some times. “The
fair Prince has a point, dear boy. Lord Knight Caderos is well
known throughout the country. Gifted, they say, gifted in the arts
of battle. He is my cousin you know? His mother is my
mother’s aunt. He became a
page much later than you are supposed to start, but they say
because he was so talented, he became a squire the very next year!
He was the best of them all, no one disputes that, it is said in
his final year he even beat the Lord General himself! But of course
the position of Lord General is synonymous with the House of
Twining Ivy, but I’m sure
you knew that. So it seems it is his destiny to take up that
mantel.”

Even Llew thought she summed it up well, if
rather pompously, and joined the others in watching the notorious
knight stride down the one of the winding side paths. His black
hair, cut to stay out of his face, had grown out so his frowning
green eyes flashed between wind swept locks. He wore good leather
boots, plain, that covered his legs up to his thigh, a black velvet
coat with out of fashion tight sleeves open to reveal a deep green
silk shirt. His sword was strapped to his side in a worn sheath,
the hilt wrapped in leather strips to improve the grip. He wore a
fierce expression, lost in thought.

There was a
sudden cry from the squires, it seemed the boys
hadn’t been the only ones
staring. Holms partner knelt in the dust clutching his forearm,
blood seeping through his fingers.

“What’s this? Are you
a bunch o’ delicate maids,
to swoon at the sight of blood? Get up, squire! Let me
see.” Captain Madder pulled
the squire up, twisting his arm to get a better look, muttering to
himself. Holm hovered next to them, his hands throttling the hilt
of his sword.

“Is it grave,
Captain Madder? I tried to pull the stroke short when I realized he
wasn’t
ready.”

Captain
Madder gave a bursting, coughing laugh, letting go the hapless
squire and giving Holm a slap on the back.
“Grave? Ha. A scratch, nothing to
die from. You boys need some seasoning, a good battle to teach you
what grave is. No, you showed good control, squire Holm. But
don’t forget, always press
an advantage! Oi! Cade! Have you seen the distress
you’ve caused me?
Bleedin’ my
greens.”

Lord Knight
Caderos, Cade, had looked up at Captain
Madder’s shout, raising an
eyebrow at the scene brought to his attention. He changed his
course, heading towards them. The wind now blew his hair back
revealing what Llew had once heard described as a
‘sensual and
cruel’ face, whatever that
meant. He supposed he was a good looking man, but Llew was more
interested in his sword. Now he was closer he could see the tip of
the pommel, the metal of which was a bright silver, with blue
undertones. He had never seen steel so bright.
“Greetings to you, Captain Madder,
it’s good to see you still
teaching, and still torturing the squires by the looks of it. Have
not changed then, old coot?”

A grin split
Captain Madder’s face. Cade
smiled a slanted smile, and they set about clapping one another on
the arms and back.

Gos and
Lantana looked as surprised as he. They had never seen Captain
Madder look, well, happy before. He might laugh, but he was usually
laughing at someone, and they had never heard anyone but the Lord
General call him anything than rank and name.
“I hope
you’ve been
showin’ them Meridans a
thing or two, eh? ‘Bout how
to be a real warrior!”

“My
father’s family were very
pleased with my training and position, they thought I must have had
skilful teachers indeed.”

“Pah!
Don’t give me that old
family trick, this is your home Cade.
We’re glad to have you back!
I bet you a virgin you’ve
let yourself go, eh? Those skills a bit rusty? Them Meridans just
don’t know what stamina
is.”

“Well, I may
have let off training for a while, hard paced travel, old friend. I
think maybe too old, shall I practise with one of your squires? The
giant, perhaps.”

“Ah, you deal
a fine blow with words, silver tongue, but what of with blades? I
taught you everything you know, boy, and that sounded fair like a
challenge to me! What say ye, squires?”

The squires heard the challenge and watched
in anticipation. Captain Madder had once been the best swordsman of
all Danua, unbeaten. The only one who came close was a Knight a few
years older than himself, Karse. Now Lord General Karse. It was
said that if Madder had not been so grievously injured he may have
been Lord General.

The squires began to move back, clearing the
training yard. Even the archers had broken up, coming to stand with
the others and watch the spectacle. Cade removed his jacket.

“You! Boys,
if you’re gonna get under my
feet, be useful, never too soon to learn some of your page duties!
Take Lord Knight Caderos’ things!”

Lantana
sauntered swiftly ahead. First to come to
Cade’s side she took his
jacket, looking far too pleased with himself.
“Cousin, well met. You have grown
since I saw you last.”

Cade began to
remove his shirt, untucking and unbuttoning. More people had began
to gather, servants flocking to the sidelines, passing soldiers
calling out bets. Cade passed the shirt to Gos.
“Thank you. Your
name?”

“Gos…er…Gosmore, Lord
Knight Caderos.” Gos more
had turned a delicate pink and fought not to smile, he looked a
swooning maid for sure. Llew stepped a little closer.

Cade noticed
him, cocking his head to one side. “And you. Prince Llewellyn, I believe. I would be honoured
if you would care for my twin blades, as this is a contest of
swords.”

“The honour
would be mine Lord Knight Caderos. You may call me
Llew.” Cade smiled as he
removed the daggers at his wrists, placing them in
Llew’s hands, his muscles
rippled like deeper shadows beneath his dark skin as he strode into
the training yard as he stretched. The blades were warm in his
palms, very old, fine steel. Each carefully weighted to use for
throwing as well as hand combat. The hilts were moulded in the
semblance of ivy, set with hundreds of tiny emeralds. Llew gasped,
knowing these must be heirlooms of the House of Twined Ivy. He
clutched them tight, to be sure not to drop them.

The two men
faced off from one another. Cade drew out his sword, a high
crystalline ringing, singing forth as he did so. He held it,
glittering, across his chest. There were gasps from the onlookers.
Captain Madder lowered his sword for a moment, his face betraying a
soldiers sweet yearning for good steel. The short blade was a pale
silver, like liquid moonlight, but brighter, sharper. Blue ripples
ran its length where it had been folded in the forge. The lines on
the hilt were simple, elegant, made to fit
Cade’s hand perfectly.
Captain Madder spat out his phlegmy shock, assuming his own
stance.

With a guttural roar Captain Madder charged
forward, bringing his bastard sword down in a brutal swipe. Carried
by momentum, to crash and cause the silver blade to sing. Cade
brought his sword forward, carrying the weight of the blow down,
pivoting on his heel, giving his sword a twist to disengage.
Captain Madder attacked in a brutal flurry of blows, taking the
advantage. Cade retreating but effortlessly deflected each blow.
They circled around the yard in such a manner, getting the measure
of one another.

Captain
Madder feigned a vicious hack at
Cade’s neck, reversing his
blade and sweeping it towards his feet. Cade leapt into the air,
somersaulting over Captain Madder’s head, sinking low into a crouch, avoiding the blade
arcing over his head. As Captain Madder turned, he rose, inside his
opponent’s defences,
grasping Captain Madder’s
arm in a joint lock at the elbow, bringing his own foot to hook
around his legs, with a sharp tug he brought Captain Madder down,
his blade tip resting in the hollow of his throat, arm still held
securely.

“Do you
concede?”

Captain
Madder held still, tension cording his body. With a gap toothed
grin he relaxed onto the earth. “Yes, I concede. Mother’s tits, can I have me arm back
now?”

The onlookers
crowed as Cade let him go. Resheathing his blade and bowing low, he
offered the fallen man a hand up. “I had forgotten your technique, and your appreciation of
brutal strength. Your battle rage has not waned, it was a good
fight. Though I think you are right, I am a bit rusty. Perhaps I
shall come to the practise yards more often, as it looks like
I’ll be staying
awhile.”

Captain
Madder stood, sweeping the sweat off of his body, giving Cade a
considering look. “You’re welcome in
these yards anytime, Cade. A good fight, aye, always a good chance
to hone my own skills. I thought I had broken you of those fancy
flips though. You’ve got
them back, and then some.”

Cade cocked
his head, a smile playing about his lips.
“Yes, and it was that which led to
your downfall, my friend.”

“Mmm, I
noticed when I ate dirt. Good way to pop up in
someone’s defence, with out
the risky blade work…perhaps
I was wrong. But heavy armour affords more…
I’ll
think about it. And if you’re staying perhaps you would consider taking on a
knight’s duties, teach some
pages, or take on a squire.”

Cade turned
back to the waiting boys. All, even
Llew’s, faces alight with
awe. He silently took back his things, strapping his blades back
into place, giving nods of thanks. He did not put his shirt or coat
back on but folded them neatly over his arm. Captain Madder
addressed the squires.

“Right
squires, seems you’ve had a
bit of fun, go have your lunches now.
I’m ruddy
starvin’. Remember, a
soldier eats when a soldier can! Tomorrow morning I expect a
breakdown of the fight you have just witnessed, techniques used,
and why I lost! Don’t worry,
boys, you won’t hurt my
feelings! If you do well I’ll teach the feint I used. Go! You want to join me in the
mess, Cade? I know there’s
many’ll be glad to see you.
And there is a pretty little lad works in the baths now,
I’ll introduce you,
eh?”

Captain Madder tipped a wink, his scar
twisting the gesture into a grimace. Like ghosts most of the
squires had disappeared, two rather disgruntled first years being
left to tidy the area. The crowd was breaking up too, servants
rushing off too neglected tasks, soldiers standing in knots
chatting or heading toward the mess hall to join the others.

“I told you,
isn’t he amazing. That
jump!” Lantana beamed at her
compatriots.

Gos was still
staring after them, talking over his shoulder.
“And did you hear?
He’s going to be teaching
us.”

Llew
frowned. “He
didn’t say he definitely
would, Captain Madder said teach a page, or take on a
squire.”

Holver
started laughing, capering about, grabbing
Llew’s sleeve.
“But he
won’t! Holm was telling me
about it in the summer! Knights don’t really like taking on others squires, they usually train
a few of their own pages, then choose the best amongst them. Not
all squires have knights, some get places with captains and such,
and the Lord General always takes on about four, but some
don’t even have a mentor!
So, he’ll start with pages!
He’ll start with
us!”

Llew pulled
his sleeve away, lest his lace get ripped, but he did smile at
Holver’s antics. He clapped
him on the shoulder, as he had seen Cade do, and started off toward
the main hall to get his own lunch, the others following. He
expected Lantana to look pleased, being
Cade’s own cousin would
guarantee her a place, but she didn’t. She looked pensive. Maybe it really was all open. He had
heard his father make noises about him serving as page and squire
to the Lord General, but surely he could talk to him. If Cade was
as good as all the rumours, the best, then surely it would suit to
have the Prince Heir trained by the best?
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Llew swept his sodden locks out of his eyes
and heaved a great sigh. He placed his wooden sword in the barrel
and got out of the way of the other pages shuffling behind him. His
hands were covered in bruises and scrapes. One particular graze
covered the back of his right hand, his sword hand, it was still
seeping blood and his little finger was stiff and swollen. He
rubbed it carefully, scowling at it.

Training had
started with the coming of the frosts and all too quickly his
dreams of glory had been dashed. He was not having fun. He was
tired, more tired than he had ever been in his entire life. He got
up at dawn, rousted from bed to be herded with all the other pages
and squires then made to run the entire length of the
Palaces’ walls. That was
just the start of the day, and he knew it
wouldn’t get any easier, the
squires had to do two
laps. Then they got to eat breakfast, joy that
that was. He had to eat in the mess hall with everyone else, eat
that disgusting gruel. His stomach betrayed him with an eager
gurgle at the thought of food. After the breakfast it was straight
to the training yard, the lessons he had just finished. More
running around and stretching, they’d only been allowed wooden swords in the last couple of
weeks. It was ridiculous, he’d been paired with Gos, who was awful. He always missed the
swords but seemed to have an unnatural gift for whacking people on
the hands. A small smile crept across his face as he remembered Gos
missing and whacking Lantana across the head yesterday,
she’d emerged with a huge
purple bruise this morning.

Llew raised
his eyes to the sky, thick with grey clouds looming above the
battlements. At least the rain had finally stopped, after weeks of
near continuous downpour and bitter biting hail. Even when he got
to go inside, he was still damp and miserable, forced to listen to
the scarecrow drone on. At least he was spared that today, lessons
had been cancelled. He didn’t know why, nor did he care.

“My stupid
sister, did she and them other girls have to stand there and watch?
I can see she’s laughing at
me! I don’t laugh at her
when she pricks her fingers sewing, or when she falls over
practising her curtsies. Well, actually I might a laughed a bit,
but it was funny. And why does she have to bring Violet? Hey
Llew?” Holver hovered at his
elbow, his face eager to please.

Past him he
could see the girls in question. They had come out earlier when the
rain had stopped, a young maid with them as an escort. The maid was
now chatting with one of the palace guards, leaning on his arm and
laughing at what he was saying. She
didn’t appear to even be
looking at the noble girls she was supposed to be minding. Llew
grinned at Holver. “I
suppose you’re right,
Holver. I heard them laughing when Gos gave me that whack. Maybe we
should teach them a lesson?”

Holver’s eyes went
wide, the corners of his mouth creeping into a nervous
smile. “What are you gonna
do, Llew?”

Gos and
Lantana walked up then, Gos looking decidedly sheepish, and Lantana
giving Llew a knowing look.“What are you planning? I recognise that look and I have a
feeling it doesn’t bode well
for those fluff brained girls.”

“I said to
Llew how it wasn’t fair that
they were just standing there watching us and laughing, specially
because it’s my sister and
all, so Llew, he said we should teach them a lesson. Right Llew?
Didn’t you?
Obviously!”

Lantana
arched a brow at Llew, and Gos stepped closer, a mischievous light
burning in his eyes. “Hey
Llew do you remember in the games room yesterday, Violet was
bragging about her new dress? And the others about shoes and
ribbons and stuff? All that giggling gave me a headache, but
perhaps it was worth it.”

Lantana knelt down, pretending to adjust her
boot, one hand scooping up a handful of mud, the abundant legacy of
the rain.

“What? I
don’t get it. What are we
going to do, Llew? What’s
their new dresses got to do with it?
Wh….oh! No! Mama will be
furious!” The confusion left
Holver’s face as a grin as
crept across his chubby cheeks, proving his protests
futile.

Llew glanced
over at the girls, thinking of the best way to launch the
attack. “Flanking, do you
remember what Madder was saying about flanking, if we did that
we’d get more mud on them,
make sure they all get splattered. Right. Gos you and Holver go to
the left, Lantana and I will go right, the girls will think
we’ve fallen out because of
you whacking us. When we’re
on either side we attack. Show them no
mercy.”

The others
looked at him, looking nervous and eager, trying to control their
grins. As one they murmured. “Show them no mercy.”

Llew strode
off, Lantana at his heals, trying to look annoyed.
Gos’ voice rose behind them,
sounding worried and pleading. “Llew! I said I was sorry!”

Llew had to
admire that, now the girls would definitely think
they’d fallen out. He wished
he’d thought of that. He
sneaked a peak at them, a few had looked over at
Gos’ shout but most were
mooning over the squires who were just finishing their practise,
some having taken off their shirts. Lantana stopped, they were
standing not far from the girls now, at the edge off a very muddy
flower bed. She pretended to glare at Gos, whispering to
Llew. “Nearly
there…Gos is aiming for that
big muddy puddle, good choice…that maid is kissing the
guard…ready…Go!”

Llew grabbed
a double handful of mud and threw it at the girls. Three other
lumps sailed through the air. As they found their target shrieks
ripped apart the quiet. Llew savoured their shocked faces before
reaching for more mud. Soon the girls were under a steady rain,
running in circles, screaming and trying to hide behind one
another. The maid stood nearby, carefully out of range.
“Stop that you naughty boys! Stop!
I said stop it, now! Girls, come away!”

“Ahiii,
Holver I’m going to get you
baahhh!”

Llew could
hardly breathe he was laughing so hard, he looked over at Lantana
and could see she had a similar difficulties. Defiantly two girls
ran out of the huddle, braving muddy missiles. One, Violet, ran
straight at Llew and Lantana, ran straight into them. Llew agilely
jumped out of the way, but Lantana
wasn’t so quick. Violet
shoved her into the mud, face first. A loud splash and yell came
from the other side of the girls, and Llew could see Holver laying
in the puddle, his sister triumphantly standing on top of him.
Holly shouted to the other girls. “Come on! Don’t just
stand there, they’re only
stupid pages! Let’s get them
back!”

The girls
hesitated, then seeing that two of the boys had already fallen, and
their clothes already ruined, their faces lit up with fierce grins.
They reached for handfuls of mud. Llew stared in horror at
them. “Gods,
we’re in for it
now.”

Lantana
grabbed his arm and pulled him up, then looked at the girls. There
were seven of them. Gos and Holver edged their way over to Llew,
the girls steadily advancing. They all shared a look, knowing they
were out numbered. “Retreat!”

They all
lobbed a last few handfuls of mud then turned tail and ran.
Outraged shrieks from the girls followed them, with shouts
of ‘get
them!’ the girls raced after
them. Their maid futilely called for them to stop and come back but
they paid no heed. The bass rumble of laughter from the soldiers
followed them.

They raced
across the yard, aiming for one of the doorways that cut through
the page’s wing into the
Palace Gardens. The corridor was mostly empty, it being lunch time,
just a few startled servants, whose shock turned to anger when the
boys left a trail of rain water and mud in their wake. Heedless,
the boys raced on, into the Gardens, down twisting paths. After a
while they came to an unspoken agreement and stopped, panting and
grinning at one another. Llew looked about himself, the path they
were on was a short stretch, tall rose bushes on either side, where
the foliage was thick and hid them from view. He strained to hear
anything, but all was still apart from their heavy
breathing. “We lost them!
Stupid girls are too slow, they can’t catch us!”

“Llew, Llew
that was such a good idea! Ha, did you see their faces, I landed a
right big handful of mud on Holly’s face!”

“Yes, and
then she shoved you into a puddle!”

“Shut up
Lantana, I saw Violet shove you in the
mud!”

“Yeah, face
first!”

“Yeah I know,
she’s pretty
strong!”

They started
to walk back, teasing each other. Llew loved the fact that his idea
had gone so well, and they had all followed his lead, this just
proved how…

“Hello stinky
faces.”

They had come
to the end of the rose bushes and Holly and Violet stood in front
of them, holding a large bucket between them. The smell reached
Llew’s nose, the dread stink
of the midden heaps. He pulled a face and edged back, the others
with him. The girls stalked them, their arms pulling back to chuck
the contents over them. The boys
didn’t wait for that but
turned and ran once more, the girls at their heals. As they reached
the other end of the bushes Holly shouted,
“Now!”

The rest of
the girls closed in from the other end, trapping them. Something
warm and thick poured over his face, into his mouth and eyes. When
he gasped it even went up his nose. Blinded he stumbled, tripping
over someone and falling, Holver’s bulk softening his landing. More midden slops were thrown
over him, he could hear the raucous cries of the girls laughing.
Wiping….he
didn’t know what, from his
eyes he could see them still holding empty buckets, clinging to one
another in their mirth. Violet was sitting on the grass, mud
smeared across her cheek, laughing so hard she could barely
breathe. Llew and the others were all in a big heap, covered in the
foul smelling mess and Gos looked at him, blinking owlishly.
Lantana sat up, detangling her legs from Holver, she looked around
and started making a funny noise. Llew thought maybe the trauma had
driven her crazy, then he realized she was laughing. Llew gaped at
her, laughing? They’d just
been made fools of. Gos joined in, even Holver managed a chuckle,
his sister using the only clean part of her dress to wipe the foul
mess from his eyes. Llew looked over the group again, the pages in
a messy pile, the girls like wilted, mud splattered flowers and
felt a laugh bubbling up despite himself. Until a stern and furious
voice boomed over them.

“By the
Mother’s ever illuming
grace, what do you think you are doing?”

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


The Eight of Cups

 


 


Mera shut the
door behind her, and leaned against it, sighing heavily. She had
met Cerid Wren at the crack of dawn and was exhausted. She opened
her eyes and looked blearily into her rooms. She still
couldn’t believe they were
hers. The door led to a small corridor, with cupboards on either
side. She opened one now, hanging up her coat and taking off her
muddy boots. Tansy wouldn’t
be happy when she saw them. Tansy had been assigned as her
permanent maid now, it meant her only chores were looking after
Mera. She thought that had meant Tansy would have less work and
more pay and privileges, but Tansy had assured her that she was
busier than ever. Mera didn’t understand how, but didn’t want to make her angry. She passed the door that led to
Tansy’s room, stopping a
moment and listening. She couldn’t hear anything, and when she was in she usually left it
open and was busy bustling around. Mera was glad, she needed a
little peace.

The main room
was a large parlour, the centre of which a large hollow, four
shallow stairs leading down into a seating area. She tossed her
satchel on one of the three sofas that were arrayed facing the
hearth, little tables and puffs scattered about. Her fingers
luxuriated in the deep velvet as she took a moment to roll out her
shoulders. Around the depression were more cabinets and mirrors
than Meredith knew what to do with. There were two bay windows with
balconies. In front of one sat a four seated table, of finely
carved wood, delicate looking. At the moment her notes lay
scattered all over it, Tansy’s cheaply printed adventure stories and political pamphlets
from Merida, and some books she had snuck out of the
library.

By the other
window had sat a loom when she first moved in. She
didn’t know why. She had
never even sewn, and certainly didn’t plan on taking up weaving. She had Tansy get some
servants to take it away, but not only had she done that, she had
managed to dig up a dusty and rather bizarre table. It had been
circular, a circle within a circle, the inner circle much lower
that the outer, connected by lots of little round, square and
triangular shelves. It’s
legs had been odd, and in the process of cleaning it they had
discovered that it separated into two semi circles. Neither girl,
nor any other servant who helped carry it, knew what it was for it
had been so long buried.

Now it sat
with each semicircle curving to the light of the window. Mera
already had some cuttings and bulbs growing in pots set on them.
The two tier was perfect for allowing the best amount of light for
the most plants. She had brought six long lengths of ribbon, all in
different colours as a thank you. She was getting an allowance now,
and she knew Tansy would love them. What she
hadn’t expected was for
Tansy to burst into tears.

Other doors led to a large bedroom for her,
complete with fainting couch and beauty desk. Everywhere was open
spaces and light. Her room was done in soothing green, the night
sky painted on the ceiling. The parlour marble, the walls
punctuated by frescoed trees, the upper branches supporting the
ceiling which in turn was painted like a spring sky, complete with
fluffy clouds. Polished wooden floors, the seating area softly
carpeted. It was beautiful, but a little overwhelming.

Mera sniffed
the air, drawn to the table on which lay a tray of covered dishes.
Her belly gave a loud growl reminding her that she
hadn’t eaten yet. Smiling,
she thought Tansy knew her well. She pulled out a chair and sat,
not bothering to wash her hands. It was only a bit of earth beneath
her nails. She uncovered each dish to find a herbal salad with
dressing, a cooling soup thick with onion and carrot and lamb and
spices. Her mouth started to water, there was a roll still holding
warmth from the oven and freshly churned butter. She uncovered the
last bowl finding apples poached in liqueur with honey and cinnamon
and a bowl of clotted cream. She covered the last back up,
buttering her roll then ripping pieces off into the
soup.

Mera thought on her time with Cerid as she
ate; she had awoken one morning and found frost laying like an icy
haze over everything, and had gone back to the rowan copse as soon
as she was able to slip away. Cerid had been awaiting her, sitting
still against a bowl of a tree, with her large brownish black cloak
and white hair she had been almost unnoticeable until she moved.
Since then they had met many times, on occasion Mera had been
unable to make it but the crone was never disgruntled or
surprised.

Cerid began by walking with her, naming the
plants that flourished in winter and their properties, questioning
Mera to find the extent of her knowledge. That first night Mera had
sought to write down all she had learned. The next time they met
she had brought writing tools, and bound paper. She had studiously
written everything the crone said. Until the crone rather sharply
told her to stop scribbling and pay attention, Mera needed to
listen and to question if she was to learn. After a few more
meetings they had come to the comfortable pattern of spending some
time for Mera to ask questions of the last lesson, correcting her
notes. Then she would put them aside and the crone would teach her
some more lore, then they would usually walk once more. Perhaps
finding a plant or fungi and going through its structure and
properties in detail; what it could be used for, which parts could
be used, when and how to gather it, what it was beneficial to mix
it with, what could counteract it, what never to put it with. Not
everything the crone taught her was beneficial, there were many
poisons to be learnt too. When Mera questioned why Cerid was
teaching her this when she wanted to learn how to heal, not kill,
Cerid replied;

“Whether ye
use it or na’ is your
choice, child. Ye need to know either way, ye
wouldn’t want to mix up a
poison by mistake now, would ye? And ye never know when such lore
may be of use to ye, the path of fate is a twisted one,
child.”

Each night she lingered by guttering candle
light, writing up her notes or making detailed diagrams of the
plants. Her hand was becoming quite neat and her skill at water
colour improving.

Mera wiped
the last piece of bread around her empty bowl, spoon forgotten,
then quickly began to eat her salad, picking out the pieces of
beetroot. Once more she uncovered her dessert, leaning over and
giving it an appreciative sniff. The first mouthful melted in her
mouth and she let her worries ease away for a moment. When faced
with the empty bowl she sighed. She supposed she ought to cut back
on her sweets, of late she had put on a lot of weight. When she had
mentioned it to Tansy, she had laughed it off, saying her body was
changing, she was becoming a woman. That she herself had gone
through the same thing, as does every other woman. Mera
wasn’t sure how she felt
about that, so she chose to ignore it.

Some part of
her wished that it was her mother she had had that conversation
with, but since her mama had remarried Mera
didn’t see much of her. Even
less since she was with child. Mera
didn’t begrudge her, well
not too much, she knew she was in love and was glad she had finally
found some happiness. She just wished her mother would remember she
existed every now and then.

So thinking she went to the bathing room, all
smooth tile and marble in blues and greens like being on the
surface of the sea just after sunset, to wash her hands before
removing the items Cerid had given her from her satchel. It was too
late in the season to gather and prepare most of what she needed.
The few times she had been to see her mother she had been very
swollen, complaining of aches and pains that came with being near
her birthing time. So Mera had asked Cerid to teach her of those
herbs which helped with such things.

She got out
her little set of weights, a lovely plain brass with some minute
scrolling, that she had bought in the market and was quite fond of.
As she measured each quantity into the bowl she ran through the
properties in her mind, her lips moving in an almost cant. First a
small amount of root of Snakeweed, the form she was using was
dried. Fresh it was short and thick, with black knobbled skin,
smaller roots like tufts of hair sprouted all over it, inside it
was a reddish colour. “Snakeweed strengthens the womb in firm prevention of
miscarriage.” Next a large
dose of powdered root of Avens. Cerid had said this was a very good
all round herb. “eases
headaches and a myriad of stomach complaints including
obstructions, digressing digestion, and
rupturings.”

Added to the
mixture a generous dose of Motherwort, the name itself giving away
its properties. Meredith knew that the Healers were already giving
this to her mother but Cerid had reassured her that if she followed
this recipe exactly each herb would work to compliment the other,
improving the effects of all. And finally dried flowers and leaves
of Camomile for calm. Cerid claimed that this also brought peace to
the spirit, helping to give the body strength. She poured the
mixture in an earthen jar and mixed it liberally with nourishing
raspberry leaf, tightly corking it and setting it next to the pot
of honey she had purchased. That should be plenty enough to last
till after her mother’s
birthing. She carefully put the remainder of the herbs into
individual jars, checking the stoppers were in tight and labelling
each. Cerid had cautioned her to always have her herbs and
equipment cared for and organized.

Meredith
rose, going to one of the numerous cupboards and removing a good
red wine, still dusty from the cellar she had stolen it from. She
knew it was of her mother’s
favourite. She was going to make a fortifying wine. Most women were
gifted one from a female of their family, usually bought from the
healers. This was a wine to be drunk during the birthing, usually
containing herbs to aid the passage and dumb the pain. She had
brought one for her mother, as they were the only women left of
their line. It had been this purchase that had led Cerid to teach
her of the suitable herbs.

Mera scowled, remembering the near disaster.
She had gone to the market before meeting Cerid, being due in the
early afternoon, her lesson with Tomas finishing with the morning.
When she had met they followed their usual pattern of things, until
Cerid asked of her purchases. Once Meredith told her of its purpose
a had frown deepened the creases on her face.

“Give
it ’ere,
child!”

She held the
bottle to the light, gently swirling its contents, with an irate
thumb she popped open the cork and gave it a sniff, long and
snuffling. Meredith had been bemused by her actions, even more so
when she took a swig. She hadn’t bothered to protest, the crone always had a reason for
everything she did.

“Pah! Poppy,
an’ a piss poor excuse for a
vintage. Oh aye it’ll ease
the pains! An’ leave the
mother too sodden to push out the babe! Poppy, listen carefully
child, is a potent tool. Prized for its ability to numb pain, even
great pain. But it comes at a price. The user goes into a stupor,
numb to the world, too big a dose and they never awaken, too often
a dose and they develop a craving. Tis always to be used with
caution, never for a birth! Perhaps a grave injury or such.
Birthing with poppy! Is this what my lore have come too? Have they
forgotten all the subtleties of the art? To only use brute force.
Pah. Throw this swill out child, I’ll show you how it’s
done.”

Meredith
still felt a creeping cold at what she had nearly done, and an
increasing horror at the thought of the women who used these
fortified wines. Is this why so many noble births were complicated?
She knew the poorer folk could not afford to buy from the healers,
they often went to the wise women for simples. Or made their own,
under he healers instruction. She had sat by
Cerid’s knee, listening
carefully to each word. Now, in the comfort and solitude of her own
thoughts it seemed odd that Cerid should say what she did. What did
she mean by what had become of her lore? Had she once been a
healer? She put the thought aside for now, concentrating on her
task at hand. She had a feeling she would end up running
late.

She plucked
up an empty bottle and to it added some of the dried snakeweed.
Adding to this the dried flowers, like fluffy brown buttons, of
Mugwort. “To help will a
speedy delivery.” She then
measured out syrup of Arrach. She had been surprised by this, it
grew in dung and stunk, like really stunk. But it was a herb which
once was almost only used to treat the womb. Added also was a
conserve of Betony. “for a
swift and easy delivery, and also to ease the
pains.”

To all this she decanted the wine, the rich
aromas contrasting with the sharpness of the herbs, and fishy smell
of the Arrach. It should be served warm with honey. She carefully
stoppered it, admiring her handiwork. Meredith began to clear away,
gently humming the strange melody she had heard the first time she
met Cerid Wren.

Once
everything was placed away neatly she took up a basket, placing the
things she would need for her lesson with Tomas inside. Onto these
she placed the honey, wine and tea. She should have enough just
time to deliver them to her mother before her afternoon lesson. She
heard the door open and Tansy appeared in the parlour. Her new
attire suited her well. Much the same as the old but of finer cloth
with the addition of a scarlet apron, the rose sigils embroidered
on her breast and curving along each hem. It marked her as a body
servant of the royal family. Behind the rose lay a twisted wreath
of Samphire, deep green black, the sigil of her
mother’s House. In her hair
twined the pink and red ribbons. Tansy caught sight of Mera, her
pretty lips pinched and her hands rose to rest on her hips. Her
eyes swept everything; the room, the fuller workbench, the basket
and content, and her. Mera felt a blush rise, that look never boded
well. Lip caught between her teeth she noticed that
Tansy’s soft boots were
muddy.

“Where are
you going? Oh, and did you enjoy your outing this morning? You woke
me as you snuck out of the door, you knew you were supposed to be
seeing the seamstress today! You need a dress for the Midwinter
solstice, and your others need letting out. I followed you, you
know? Yes! Don’t look so
shocked. How am I supposed to do my job if you keep
disappearing?”

“Tansy,
I …”

“No! No more
excuses or vague reasons. I know you go to the woods. Why?
It’s dangerous! Do you know
how much trouble we’ll get
in? Do you really trust me that little?”

Mera was
surprised to see Tansy’s
bluff exterior melting, to reveal hurt. What was she supposed to
do? She was supposed to keep her meetings secret, but she
couldn’t let Tansy get
upset, or get them both into trouble. She had forgotten about the
fitting. She was so sure she had been careful to make sure she
didn’t miss too
much.

“And
don’t say
you’ve been running in the
town with the children because I asked and they
haven’t seen you for
months!”

Mera turned
away, putting down her basket and trying to think of what to say.
It was true she hadn’t
played with the children in awhile. Before she had met Cerid there
had been difficulties because of her stature, then after she had
been so busy with her studies. She had seen them when she went to
market once or twice. They had seen her and her full purse and
ignored all her greetings. She hadn’t had the courage to seek them out after that.
“I
don’t think they like me
anymore, Tansy. And I’ve
been so busy with lessons. You know I have to study with Tomas.
And…and…oh, Tansy.
I’m sorry. But I want to be
a healer!”

There, that
was truth without mentioning Cerid Wren.
Tansy’s face expressed
surprise. “But you
can’t,
you’re a lady, a Princess!
Their Highness’ will never
allow you to become a healer. You have to study to serve your
country, to marry well and live in luxury.”

“Be pampered
and do nothing, just have lots of babies. Lots of strong sons to do
all the things I want to do, you mean! While I learn how to sew and
simper!”

“But you
don’t have to worry for
anything! You’ll never go
hungry, you have everything you could want. Why would you want to
be a healer? Surrounded by illness all the time,
that’s no life for one such
as you.”

“It
wasn’t always like that! I
know, I’ve read the books
Tomas assigned. Once all nobles had skills, you know each House has
its province, but once they too worked within that. Nobles
weren’t always just symbols
of wealth to be traded, and women received more respect as well. We
have had Queens!”

“Oh Mera, not
for a long time. Things have changed, I know the old tales too.
Queen Rosalind with her Knights of Ivy, and a voice that was magic
itself. But if the world was ever like that, it
isn’t anymore. You are
becoming a woman now, you must set aside childish dreams. You will
grow up, you will fall in love and marry, and when your children
come you will love them and run your household. You are lucky, you
will never have to worry that your children will starve. You will
always have wealth, have security. I wish my
life’s path was so
secure.”

Mera’s shoulders
slumped, how could she explain it without seeming ungrateful? It
was true what Tansy said. She had seen how hard Tansy worked, how
hard all the poorer folk worked. She could understand why they
looked upon her position as wondrous. To Mera that seemed more a
childish dream, to be a Princess. In reality she knew she was just
chattel.

“I know what
you say is true, how can I not? I abide by what I must do, I study
hard, and soon enough I’ll
be sent away. I’m aware of
the efforts made to make me saleable. Then I will marry and perhaps
bring a strong ally to our House. But why
can’t I also have something
for myself? Something I can do good with? It is not unusual for
ladies to pursue gardening, it is a well respected sport for us
Danuans. So why can’t I
learn? I’m not proposing to
run off to dedicate to Balm Springs or
anything.”

“You’re not? Because
that would truly be folly. Is that why you keep sneaking off? And
why you stay up half the night writing?”

“Yes, yes!
Would you like to see?”

Mera arrayed
some her papers before Tansy, and she was soon lost in the
contents. Pointing out diagrams of particular herbs and describing
their properties to her, telling her of the tea she had made for
her mother. At one point she was denouncing the use of Gladwin by
women, who used it to make sure that they were not with child,
explaining that it had a vigorous effect on the womb, essentially
forcing a woman’s time, with
prolonged use it could actually make a woman barren.

“I overheard
some of the scullions once, can you believe that
it’s what the healers
recommend? I mean I suppose it does the job,
but…”

Tansy had
gone red, at the talk of men and women laying together she
supposed. It pleased Meredith to show her knowledge. Maybe she
would take her more seriously, and with the subject know she
wasn’t such a child! She was
nearing thirteen after all.

“So what are
you supposed to use?”

“Well, there
are a few different ones that do the job, but the best is thistle
to prevent and wild carrot in the fertile time, can you believe it?
Almost all gardens have it in abundance. Hypericum used to be known
as a soldier’s best friend,
because it prevents laying illnesses and diseases. Celandine sap
for warts, with lemon balm and liquorice. Prunella if its virulent.
Horrible, isn’t
it.”

“Mera! I
can’t believe you know of
such things!” Tansy had a
healthy blush now, but could stop the grin from creeping across her
face. There was also a considering light in her eyes.
“Well, it seems you really are
serious about this then. I suppose you are right in that
it’s a suitable hobby for a
lady… well perhaps not how
to treat venereal disease. But as long as you tell me when you are
going off, and don’t let it
interfere with anything else, then I
can’t see that
it’s such a problem. Are the
woods safe?”

“Oh yes, of
course they are, they’re the
Kings’ Woods. I
don’t go out on hunt days,
and hardly anyone uses those, people only really forage the very
edges. Oh, thank you Tansy, thank you!”
She had been so worried that Tansy would pry
more or forbid her from going alone, or even make her ask her
parents’ permission first.
They would definitely ask more questions and probably tell her
no.

“Where were
you off to anyway? I see you ate your lunch.
That’s good, you missed
breakfast.”

“I was going
to see Mother and take her the tea I made, and the honey and
fortifying wine, then to my lesson with Tomas, then I had to go to
the library-”

“Princess!
Have you not seen your self? And this is another reason you need to
tell me where you are. If I don’t keep an eye on you people will start mistaking you for
some pauper’s
child!” So saying Tansy
turned her around, her hands on
Mera’s shoulders, and pushed
her toward a mirror.

Her hair was
windswept, bits of twig and leaves caught up in it, stains from her
soup about her face and ink on her cheek. That must have been from
last night. Her clothes were rumpled with dirt smudged in, her
stockings still damp and spattered with mud. What would her mother
have said! Tansy had been watching her reaction and burst out
laughing. “ I’ll draw you up
some hot water, you need to wash and change.
You’ll have to get straight
to Master Tomas after, or you’ll be late. You’ll
have to visit her Highness’ tomorrow.”

Mera felt anxiety sink, yet again she would
be too busy to see her mother.

“I had heard
that her Highness had been troubled by the babe all morning.
Nothing is wrong but that and sitting through a meeting with the
ambassador tired her, so she has retired to her suite to seek bed
rest. All are being turned away from her door. Perhaps
it’s for the best, she
wouldn’t turn you away but
she needs her rest, hey.”

With that she turned into the bathing room,
the sound of the pump flowing out a moment later. Mera looked at
her reflection, not really liking what she saw. Sighing heavily she
turned away to put away her papers.

 



CHAPTER NINE

 


The Queen of Cups

 


 


Llew threw
himself back onto his pallet and scowled at the ceiling. The
gardeners had heard the commotion and told Mistress Thistle, the
noble girl’s governess. She
was the one who had found them, or as she put it,
‘caught them neck deep in their
deviousness’. She had
marched them all back to the training yards, lined them up and sent
for Captain Madder. While they had waited she gave them lessons on
the correct etiquette that should be observed between the little
lords and ladies.

“... the
virtues of cleanliness and honesty, the blessings of propriety, and
how utterly and irrevocably disgraceful it is when such foundations
of correct behaviour are ignored!”

Some of the
girls had started to cry, but only half heatedly. Mostly they
didn’t seemed perturbed by
Mistress Thistle at all, and when Llew realized this he
wasn’t quite so intimidated
by her. Of course, he would never admit he was intimidated in the
first place. Whenever Mistress Thistle marched past Violet she
would roll her eyes at Holly, who was turning bright red with the
effort of suppressing her giggles. Which occasionally escaped in
little hiccups.

“I am
unfortunately aware of how difficult boys find this as it was their
nature to be horrible, but such impulses have to be blessedly
controlled!“

All of this was shouted very shrilly, spat
from a mouth puckered with disdain.

Soon Madder
arrived, limping onto yards. He was already aware of what had come
to pass, and soon set about getting the details. Llew had stepped
forward and told him how it was his idea, but was cut short by
Mistress Thistle’s squawk of
indignation.

“Rosalind
Herself weeps at your temerity, boy!”

Soon enough they found out it was the girls
who had set about the second attack with the middens. Captain
Madder and Mistress Thistle had joined together in dressing them
down, and giving out punishments. Madder gave the boys a lecture on
how to respect the fairer sex, how it was their duty to protect
them, and also to respect the labour that went into making and
caring for their garments. So he told the boys they would be
working with the laundry servants for an hour at lunch, and two
hours at the end of the day, for a week. And an added punishment
for Llew, as he was the leader, he would now have a room in the
pages wing instead of his own apartments.

The girls had
smirked at their punishment but were cut short by Mistress
Thistle’s sharp voice. The
girls got a lecture on how to behave like ladies, not common bred
hoodlums, and how to respect the labour of those whose job it was
to maintain the Gardens. So their punishment was to help maintain
the pathways and weeding, for the same duration as the boys
punishment, as well as clean up the mess they had made.

Llew could not help the smug smile at the
memory of the girls on hands and knees cleaning up the middens they
had slopped everywhere. Almost made the boys punishment worth
it.

Doing laundry was tougher work than he
imagined it would be. The women in charge were a rough bunch and
were always laughing at the boys and making crude jokes at their
expense. At first Llew had been infuriated by this, but after a
couple of days he could understand why. They only managed to do a
tenth of what those women could do in the same amount of time, and
were completely clueless to the varying and complex needs of
different fabrics. Those women also had arm muscles that were
bigger than most soldiers. It was tough, dirty work and they knew
it. It just made them prouder of their skills and willingness to
tough it out and earn some bread. Llew grudgingly started to feel
immense respect for them.

There were
some plus sides, many servants made reasons to pop by, to see the
Prince Heir and nobles’ sons
working like servants. Llew knew they were probably snickering
behind their hands at him so he became determined not to let
himself down, or his father. And, well, some of those servants were
pretty little maids and kitchen boys who fluttered there eyes at
him.

He sighed at the memory of those smiles, the
steam causing their hair to cling in tendrils to the forehead, and
neck. The white linen blouses that clung and became slightly see
though. Soon he drifted into sleep, dreaming pleasant dreams of
flashing eyes and rosy smiles.

 



CHAPTER TEN

 


The Queen of Swords

 


 


Llew slouched
on his bench, Gos and Lantana to either side of him. When they had
arrived in the Great Hall to attend their lesson with the scarecrow
they had a surprise waiting for them. Girls. And not just any
girls, Meredith was there as was
Holver’s sister, Holly. Who
was just as little and round as Holver, Llew thought, though she
had a more delicate face. Benches and desks had been set up,
seating three each, two rows of boys next to two rows of girls. The
scarecrow sat at the head of these rows, to one side of one of the
great hearths. He sat and read, not paying them any attention
whilst everyone took their seats. Always before he had taught just
the pages, in his own apartments. Llew knew he was also teaching
Mera, but it had always been at different times. Now suddenly they
were thrust together, with a bunch more girls as well. Llew
recognised them, they were all daughters of noble houses, though he
didn’t know any of them that
well as they were usually attached to their
mother’s skirts. Gos leaned
over to whisper conspiratorially in his ear.
“What’s going on,
Llew? Do you think they’re
going to join us? Do you think it’ll be every lesson? Has the Princess said
anything?”

“How would I
know? Mera hasn’t said
anything, why would I want to talk to her? And it looks like
they’re joining us, that
much is obvious. But why?”

Holver leaned
forward from the bench behind them, psssting them loudly.
“I knew Holly was acting up, she
kept saying she knew a secret, said it was going to be a surprise.
I over heard her and mama talking about how girls should know as
much as boys, so reckon they will be staying. It
won’t be that bad, will it?
I mean, at least now we probably
won’t have to answer as many
questions. Right?”

Llew pulled a
face at him. “Great, now
we’re not just stuck with
the scarecrow, we’ve got to
put up with a bunch of girls talking about hair and love and stupid
stuff!”

One of the
girls in question let out a loud giggle, hanging all over her
companion. Llew peered at her from beneath a fall of hair and felt
himself go red. They were older than the boys, older than Meredith
too. He hoped they weren’t
laughing at him. Lantana leaned forward, blocking his view.
“Girls
aren’t that bad, and we
won’t have to put up with
much of that, the scarecrow will no doubt keep us busy. I just hope
he doesn’t leave out all the
good stuff, the battles and such. Have you seen what
he’s reading? Looks like a
faerie tale book to me.”

The pages all scooted round trying to get a
better look. Indeed it did seem to be a book of faerie tales, a
very old one. It looked different from the ones he had been read
from as a child. The scarecrow rose, placing his book on the chair
and turned to look out at the waiting faces. A hush fell as they
watched and waited. The scarecrow slowly walked up and down staring
into to each face as he passed, until he finished where he had
started. A smile lit his face and his hands met behind his back.
When he spoke his voice was soft, yet had a carrying quality so all
could hear.

“Welcome,
children. It seems that my role has once more been expanded, whilst
my time is being steadily diminished. I have had several nobles
approach me about teaching their children. It seems as if all would
like to follow the example set by the Prince and Princess. So I
found myself in a tight spot, and soon reached a
conclusion.” He
chuckled. “This conclusion.
From this point on all classes shall be held here. Those who are
obliged must continue their lessons as previous, and those who wish
to attend, well, or those whose parents wish them to attend, may do
so. All shall be welcome, rich, poor, servile and sneaky alike as
long as they do not disrupt my class and readily apply apt minds.
Any questions?”

The scarecrow tugged his ear, head cocked
like an expectant dog. Llew noticed no one wanted to say anything,
some looked interested, some sullen, and some a bit confused by his
manner as they pondered whether he was actually asking them, or
simply indulging in rhetoric.. Llew smiled to himself. They would
soon learn.

“Well then,
that’s good, a bright bunch,
eh? So as my previous students know, I have been trying to
ascertain what to teach you, where to start? Of what curriculum
shall we partake? And then logic caught up with me, old fool that I
am, and I realized that the only place to start is the beginning.
But here, you can imagine, I encountered a difficulty. What
happened in the beginning? Anyone?”

Everyone sat
still, nobody seemed inclined to try to answer. The scarecrow
lifted up the book of faerie tales, pages worn softly amber in the
firelight. Llew couldn’t
help it, he started sniggering. This man was insane, and a bore
with it. Some students joined him in their muffled mirth, others
spearing glares in their direction.

The scarecrow
merely looked on, expression twisted at once amused and
sorrowful. “I look before me
at your innocence, at your diverse needs and seeming destinies and
find my normal lessons sifting through my mind like dust. Does a
prince need to know how to make soup with good consistency and
nourishment? A scribe how to calculate the fall of a flurry of
arrows in a sharp nor-easterly? A noble lady how to thatch a roof
with suitably arranged and absorbent materials? A churl how to
compose an elegy? And what of the ways of strange art? When I stand
in a palace grown from the very bones of the earth herself. History
is rich with tradition, and with those who have defied the mould of
such. So I will teach you all these things, over the coming moons,
and more. History, skills, philosophy. Math, music, words and
war.”

The scarecrow paused, firelight describing his features boldly, and
took up a brimming cup of red wine and drank deep. The glass
clinked into the hush as he set it down, stubble scratching on the
back of his hand as he wiped his down curled mouth. His hand passed
over the cover of the book of faerie and his fingers nudged aside
ink marked papers and took up a battered pamphlet that had lain
hidden beneath them.

“I find
myself also considering the fact that I do not know what you will
come to need as the spans of your lives intersect with this world.
That much history is certain of, despite the inevitability that
guides our lives, these lessons, the current state of affairs you
have no doubt heard your elders muttering over, protecting you from
and expecting you to be prepared for. In times of change, when it
is unclear who your enemies are, it is important to remember the
cost, to remember those who struggle and strive and suffer. And so
I think, I will begin with the words of Olkis. Because, I wanted to
explore beginning, to fulfil my needs to you and yet I find myself
drawn back to this contraband, these words of an Imperialist born
woman which grow ever more poignant.”
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Tomas finished his wine and cleared his
throat.

“We need to
stop squabbling. Stop mocking, and cawing and

mobbing like dark gulls caught fraught by the
grey docks.

I have been thinking of our fight for
equality, of what it means to rebel. We are searching for freedom,
but what does that mean? Freedom to and freedom from. For far too
long we have offered feints, caught in the defence of defining and
defending freedom from; a bitter trap of defiance. Thus so, we are
easy to set aside, to dismiss as over wrought, or over sexed, or
simply mad. We are painted desperate.

But we are the disparate, those that see a
fuller picture from the margins. We need to consider more on
freedom to, to free our minds from the subconsciously suggested
subjugation, to set free our flesh from more literal ligatures. We
need to embrace a fairer future and fight for it.

No longer to squander the force of our
collective will in clawing small territory, safety from harm made
of illusions, eyes cast low. No longer limited to the individual
and what quiet neighbouring voices dare. No longer bound and
restricted by the strength of our own and singular flesh.

We must listen. We must speak. We must
envision and we must enact.

Let the
shackles fall.”

The clanking armour of a group of four
liveried guards interrupted them. With them stood a bulky healer
and a pretty maid, flushed with embarrassment and repressed
excitement. She dropped into a neat curtsy and addressed the
scarecrow, and Mera half stood her attention flitting between the
two.

“Please
forgive my interruption, when you are so astutely pushing forward
on principle, but Princess Meredith and Prince Llewellyn must come
with me immediately, by request of King
Gaillardia.”

Llew was
surprised to hear his name, and such a formal request.
“Of course, go ahead Prince,
Princess, leave your things. I will have others see to
them.”

They rose and
rushed forward. An uneasy feeling had started to coil in his
stomach. The guards closed about them and they left the hall,
heading south, towards the nobles living quarters. As soon as they
left the hall and entered the relative quiet of a hallway Mera
rounded on the maid, worry plain in her
voice.“Tansy, what is it?
What’s
wrong?”

Tansy, took
up Mera’s hand, speaking in
a low but reassuring tone.“Hush, nothing is wrong. Tis your mother, her highness has
begun her birthing.”

Llew felt a
relieved dismay. Had it been that long already? It was really real,
he was going to have a baby brother. Why was he needed? They
didn’t expect him to watch
did they… he had seen a foal
born once and it was disgusting. He really
didn’t want to see
that.

Soon they had
walked down enough corridors and climbed enough stairs and stood
outside the door to their parents suite. Behind them the great
balcony that circled high up the oculus, over looking the great
hall. Nobody spared a glance. The guards knocked on the open the
doors, two stationing themselves within, and two without. The maid
stood to one side as she entered, sinking into a deep curtsy. The
healer followed her, with an elegant bow of the head. Within a
panelled parlour, an odd mix of heavy furniture and airy drapes and
flowers. The wide room held a large hearth with chairs and sofas,
and a table grand enough to seat a dozen by the windows where his
father stood with hunched shoulders. At their entrance he looked
up, automatically waving his hand as a sign for the servants to
rise. Llew had never seen him look so dishevelled. His hair was
standing up as if he had been running his hands through it and he
had removed his outer jacket, his vest open, with his sleeves
rolled up. “Llew, Mera, I am
glad to see you. It’s
happening, the babe is coming. Come, let me take you to see
her.”

Llew and Mera exchanged a look. Was this what
is was like, all nervous waiting? They followed his father through
another door, that led to another parlour. This one less formal,
cosy, signs of everyday use laying around. In one corner sat a
large loom, half dismantled and unused now for awhile it seemed. By
this sat many reels and skeins of thread and other accoutrements
for such a hobby, nearby sat a large desk covered in carving
implements and stacks of thin wooden rectangles with holes punched
through them and parchments with endless streams of numbers. There
was also a stand with mail and armour hanging against the backdrop
of an exquisite tapestry depicting the lineage rose overlay on a
map of Danua.

His father
flew to the couches where Jessamine sat, kneeling on the floor by
her side to hold one hand, the other resting tender on her vast
swell of pregnancy. Mera tripped on his heels, and dropped to sit
by her mother’s side, giving
her a quick kiss of greeting and a smile.

Llew hung
back from the scene, watching as
Jessamine’s stomach roiled,
one part protruding for a moment before sinking away again. There
were surprised gasps and she smiled wearily at him.
“Come Llew, would you like to feel?
It seems your brother is eager to come and meet you
all.”

The healer
that had followed them was talking quietly with the midwife, or
whom he assumed the large brawny woman to be. He walked hesitantly
toward his family, leaning over Jessamine but looking at his
father. “Come son, it truly
is wonderful. He is so strong, you an feel him turning and
eager!”

Llew glanced
down and slowly placed his hand on
Jessamine’s belly, for a
moment it was still then there was a powerful kick. Llew swore he
could feel the heel and toes of a foot. He yanked his hand back
with a surprised yell. “It’s really a proper
baby in there!”

They gave a
startled laugh and Llew started to withdraw once more. He hated
being laughed at. Meredith half smiled at him, tears clinging to
her auburn lashes.“I
remember the first time I felt a kick like that too, it really does
come as a surprise, you know there’s a baby in there, but actually feeling his little foot or
elbow. Bizarre.”

Llew realized
that they weren’t laughing
at him, but that the laughter had helped ease some of the tension.
He smiled back at them, maybe his family
wouldn’t be so bad. His
father’s arm settled about
his shoulders and when he looked up at him, he knew
pride.

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


The Ace of Pentacles, Reversed

 


 


Mera paced in her rooms, worry tightening her
face and stomach. She had chewed her lip until the coppery taste of
blood spilled into her mouth.

Where was she?

Part of her longed to burst into tears,
another kept her moving, firmed her resolve. It had been four days
since her mother went into labour, four and a half. It was now the
midwinter solstice, the whole palace was pent, all celebrations and
festivities cast aside, and everywhere lay a thick, waiting
tension. Two days ago her mothers waters had broken, the midwives
had reassured her family that the labour would go swiftly from that
point on. But it had not.

When she had
been allowed to visit her mother she had found her weak and pale,
her hair sweat soaked and matted to her brow. Hard contractions had
wracked her body regularly. The midwife and healer had fed her
their own wine early on, Mera had been furious when she heard. She
had tried to tell them of the one she had given her, but they had
dismissed her as a child, saying one would do much the same as the
other. After her mother’s
waters broke she refused to drink anymore, saying it made her feel
sick. They had been coaxing her to drink whilst Mera was there. Her
mother had taken up the chalice and thrown it at the healer,
telling her to get out. Mera almost smiled at the memory,
almost.

She had
overheard the midwife talking to the King, saying the problem was
that her mother was not widening to allow the babes passage. Now it
was clear they were beginning to panic. Her mother
hadn’t eaten or slept at any
point, she was becoming increasingly weak. She heard them speak of
poppy and blades. She knew mamma could die if the babe
didn’t come soon, that both
mother and babe could die. The tears threatened once
more.

She
wouldn’t let that happen. She had seen the herbs they had given her,
none were what Cerid had told her of. Some were beneficial, yes,
but not the best. Earlier her mind had shifted to something Cerid
had told her of and in her desperation she had sent Tansy to fetch
them. Her maid had not argued, but she left with red rimmed
eyes.

Where was she?

Her door opened and Mera spun round, rushing
to meet Tansy in the hallway.

“Do you have
them?”

“Yes, yes! I
picked the best ones I could find, only the bushes closest to heat
of the kitchens had any left, I thought for a moment I would have
to find some dried.”

As soon as
Mera had heard the yes, she grabbed
Tansy’s arm and pulling her
toward the door. Soon they were rushing down the halls, heading up
the few flights that led to her
mother’s rooms. Those they
passed spared taunt glances their way, sympathy vying with the fear
that some new and terrible news hurried their footsteps. The guards
immediately let her through. In the formal parlour Llew sat by the
window, when he looked at her she could see him pale and worn,
gangling limbs tucked all askew. The king sat at the table,
slouched, his face long and drawn, beard and hair unkempt, clothes
unchanged now for days. A healer and the midwife was standing
before him, talking quietly. At her entrance he looked up and Mera
saw despair on his face, his eyes hollowed and dark with a
threatening grief. She remembered then that
Llew’s mother had died in
childbirth, taking what would have been a daughter with her to the
Otherside. She felt a flash of sympathy, but
didn’t let it
settle.

“I need to
see my mother.”

The women looked at her in annoyance at her
rude interruption, but the King just stared at her for a moment, a
painful sympathy written there. He nodded.

It was enough. She stalked through the door,
Tansy at her heels. As they had agreed earlier, the door was closed
firmly behind them. Immediately Tansy began to look by the drinks
cabinets, searching for the wine Mera had prepared. She trusted her
to gather what was needed.

Mera walked
through another door, the one that led to her
mother’s bedroom. A window
was thrown open to permit cold gusts of wind and sleet, whilst a
steady fire burned in the hearth. The bed had been stripped down to
simple white sheets and coverlet. Her mother was standing, shakily,
over a chest of draws. Her hands white knuckled where she gripped
it, bent at the waist and panting. Mera immediately went to her,
firmly rubbing circles on her lower back. Her mother had said it
helped last time. When the contraction had passed, her mama looked
at her with her beautiful brown and green eyes, lines of fatigue
framing them. She spared her a small smile, trying to push her hair
away from her face.

“Help me sit,
daughter.”

Mera led her to the bed, helping her to lower
herself down. When she was finally comfortable, enthroned on
pillows, she let out a sigh, heavy. Closing her eyes, her hands
continuously moving over her belly. Tansy entered, relief on her
face as she held the wine. She set about putting it in a warming
pan over the fire, stirring in plenty of honey as instructed.

“Mama?
I’ve bought you some wine,
and a little fruit. You need to keep up your
strength.”

Her mothers
eyes opened, one hand seeking Mera’s. “No, no more of
that foul concoction. I cannot think with it, it makes me feel
sick. I am not hungry. Please, my sweet Meredith, my little wild
girl, sit with me. I need to tell you…”

“No. No, you
can tell me once the babe is here, once you have your strength
back. It isn’t
healer’s wine, I promise. I
prepared it, it’s your
favourite, with plenty of honey. It’s midwinter, did you know? You must have a glass. And at
least eat a little, just a few berries. Please mama,
please...”

Mera
hadn’t meant to sound so
forlorn at the end, but she couldn’t help it. Seeing her mother like this, knowing she thought
she would die…suddenly the
tears fell and she couldn’t
stop them. Her mother’s hand
rose to wipe them away. “Meredith, Mera, I will take a little.
Don’t
cry.”

Mera
unwrapped the hanky Tansy had wrapped them in, revealing seven fat
juniper berries. She took up one and placed it in her
mother’s mouth. Slowly and
dutifully her mother chewed and swallowed all seven. Tansy passed
her a goblet of the wine warmed with angelica, and her mother sat
and sipped. She even gave a small
laugh.“Well, this tastes
much better than the other, thank you, I…”

Her mother
gasped, Mera quickly took the goblet away from her, holding her
hand tight as another contraction hit. This one was longer than the
last. When it had passed she gave her back the goblet and
encouraged her to drink. They sat like this for some time, mostly
in silence, holding hands. Mera wiping her mothers brow with a cool
cloth, for an hour then two. A few times the healer walked in to
ask if her mother was well, or as well as she was. During this time
contractions came and went. It seemed to Mera they were getting
longer, harder for her mother, and she embraced the quiet that
Cerid had instilled and sought to gentle her
mother’s pain. Soon she was
asking Mera to help her up, to turn around onto all fours. Her
forehead rested on the sheets, her hands near tearing the cloth
with each wave. Mera thought there was more colour to her
cheeks. “Send for the
midwife, I…..ah, I want to
bear down. I think it’s
time.”

Tansy rushed
from the room, wearing a fragile hope on her face and Mera rubbed
her mother’s back as another
contraction hit, on the very tail of the last. Her mother writhed
and cried out, and fluids ran down her legs. Blood, and a thicker
yellow substance. A pungent odour hung on the air. The midwife and
healer entered. She immediately moved to her
mother’s rear and
unceremoniously lifted her night dress. She let out a pleased
humph, her hands seeking below. “I can feel the babe’s head, well done, my Queen. You are doing beautifully.
It’s time now, you need to
push dear, push with the next. I know you are tired, but it
won’t be long
now!”

Even as the
midwife was talking another wave rolled over her mother, Mera could
see her exposed stomach roll and roil. She knew what happened
during birth, but seeing it like
this…why would women want to
go through it?

As the
contraction passed they moved her onto her back. The healer
supporting her legs, the midwife manipulating her opening. Her
mother turned a slick face to her, eyes beseeching.
“Please stay, my daughter, my,
please…ah!”

Her mother gripped her hand so tight Mera was
sure it would break, but she held on. Returning that grip and
giving her mother something solid to cling to as creation cleaved
her mortal flesh.

 



CHAPTER TWELVE

 


The Sun

 


 


Llew sat and
watched his father. He paced, then he sat, pulling his hair, only
to pace again. He was white as the dead and seemed almost angry in
his worry. Llew was rather frightened of him in that moment. He had
been like this since Mera’s
maid had rushed in to take the healers. Before that they had been
telling them that if the Queen started to fade, their only option
would be to accept the her death, but perhaps save the babe by
cutting him out. Llew had felt sick listening to them. Is this how
his mother had died? He rarely thought of her,
couldn’t really remember
her, but watching his father’s agony and hearing the screams that filtered through to
them… he felt his lip
tremble. Tears slowly seeped down his face. He
didn’t know what to
do.

The screams
reached a crescendo, then ceased. His father and he both froze,
staring at the door that blocked them. The long and terrible moment
held then there was a babble of voices. An undertone of surprise, a
bleating squalling sound. The sound of a new born. His
father’s face flushed with
relief only to have a darkness sink into it as he stood, quivering,
before the door. One hand resting just above the handle. They
started as the door swung open. Llew looked up into the formidable
face of the healer, who beckoned them forward. His father rushed
past, not bothering to let her show them the way. Llew jogged to
keep up.

Jessamine sat
propped on pillows, in her arms a naked and blood slicked babe with
a little fist waving in the air. Mera turned at their
entrance… with a little
bundled babe in her arms too. He could see a small face blinking up
at her, hands clasping her fingers. Mera bestowed them with a
beautiful smile, placing the babe in his
father’s arms. He let out a
sound close to a sob, staring down, and moved slowly to
Jessamine’s side. Llew felt
drawn with him. “Twins? We
have two?”

“Yes Gallai,
I was surprised too. This one here, he came first, and she came
next, almost straight away. She was holding on to his
ankle.” Jessamine's voice
came throaty and with the lightness of unreality that comes from
knowing great pain.

His father
looked down at the little girl in his arms, a smile sundering his
beard. He turned that proud gaze on Llew.
“Would you like to hold your
sister?”

Llew swallowed hard and nodded. Awkward at
first as his father placed the tiny babe in his arms. As he watched
his father reach for his newborn son, a small mewl dragged his
attention down.

She was so
tiny, he couldn’t believe
how small. A thick head of dark hair, some curls wisping out
between some gross white gunk that coated her in places and her
head was a funny shape, sloped and lumpy. He thought she looked
strange. He loosened the blanket and tentatively stroked the back
of one tiny, delicate little hand. That hand startled under his
touch and wrapped around his finger, barely able to hold it all.
Her eyes fluttered and met his, dark and huge they seemed in that
tiny face. Llew felt his throat close sharply, and tears well up as
amazement flooded him. Suddenly she
didn’t looked strange at
all. He looked up to find Jessamine watching him, smiling with
shared joy, tears streaked her face too, but they were laughing
when the little girl started to noisily suck his fingers. Jessamine
spoke, her voice heavy with fatigue and joy.
“They shall be named Dittander and
Dittany.”

His father
spoke, his voice deep and gruff, the smile clear in his
tones. “Prince Dittander and
Princess Dittany of House Rosalind, your family welcomes you to the
world.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


Temperance

 


 


Mera stretched upon the grass, soft spikes
cushioning her pleasantly aching body, her vision was narrowed to
the swaying tips of green, peppered with tufted seed heads. One
particularly rotund one gave up its burden with a shiver and she
watched the soft white umbrellas drift away across the periwinkle
blue sky. It was vast and void of any clouds, the golden sunlight
setting the blue hue ablaze. She almost fancied that if she lost
touch of the earth she would fall endlessly into that abyss.

Sometimes she
felt like that when she gazed into
Cerid’s eyes, but they were
dark, not blue. If ever she did succumb to that urge she
didn’t think it would be as
pleasant as falling through the sky, in those depths there was
knowledge and secrets and sorrow. Betimes she thought she must have
lived a hard life, typical of any peasant women, but then she would
look at her more closely and know there was far more to her than
that. She would catch a glimmer of her true nature, but as yet she
had been too afraid to ask.

It was a
strange relationship, theirs. Mera felt safe in her presence.
Almost she could feel herself growing, her mind expanding. That
morning Cerid had met her in the rowan copse just before dawn,
sunlight merely a pale grey breath on the horizon, an they had
walked deep into the woods in silence. Before Cerid had taught her
how to listen, to recognize the sounds of the animals, to know the
difference between the sound of a branch falling to that of one
being trod upon. The tramp and skitterings of various animals, and
the calls of birds. In times of silence she was told to listen. But
that morning had been different, once they set out they soon
settled into a comfortable rhythm, the dawn chorus started up in
earnest and Mera listened. She lost track of time, and gradually it
seemed to her that she could hear something other, the trees gentle
sighs, the creep of vines, the small movements of the little plants
as their flowers turned to face the rising sun. The brighter it
got, the louder it became, as if the forest had become one entity
crying out in welcome to the dawning sun. She felt herself an
abnormality at first, then the more she listened the more she
felt…accepted.

Unwittingly she had stopped, lost in
contemplation. Inside she felt as if she too was unfolding, turning
to greet the sun.

After some time she came back to herself, it
was full morning and the forest had settled into its usual self.
Cerid was sitting patiently nearby, watching her. Mera blinked and
took a breath to apologize but Cerid smiled serenely, and she knew
she had pleased her.

The rest of their time together went much as
it usually did, Cerid taught her the names of the various plants,
and their uses, pointing out many that they had already seen in
different stages over the months. Currently she was teaching her
the best times to harvest, how to store the herbs once picked.
Another day Cerid had led her to a wounded badger, who seemed not
at all bothered by their presence, and showed her how to poultice a
wound. The various different types, each aimed to combat different
things. For the badger they used one aimed to fight infection and
seal the wound as soon as possible. Cerid had told her that soon
when she would harvest, she must try to be in the state of
unfolding.

Even now she felt that state just at her
finger tips.

“Mer!
Mer!”

She smiled as that burbling shout broke the
peace, calling for her to return. Sitting up she looked across the
meadow. In the middle a silken pavilion, cream and maroon, had been
set up. Ringed about with liveried guards, the lush green forest in
the background. She had barely seen her mother lately, what with
her own studies and her mother looking after the twins. She knew it
was much the same for Llew and his father. Hence today. Their
highnesses had decided to have a family picnic, and had chosen a
glorious summer day. Mera made her way through the vivid haze
toward them.

Inside little
Dittander sat amidst a pile of cushions, waving his plump fists and
smiling beatifically at her entrance, two tiny little teeth sitting
in that gummy smile. “Merrrrr” He burbled
happily. Sitting down she looked to see where Dittany was. Although
twins it seemed they each wanted completely different things. When
the were newborns they had done everything together, learning to
sit up at the same time. They had all loved to watch them roll on
round bottoms, holding onto one another for balance. But there the
similarities had ended, soon Dittander started to speak, surprising
everyone with “mama”, now he had
all the families names. Dittany showed no signs of talking, but had
quickly learned how to move. Soon enough she was crawling
everywhere, coming back to Dittander to touch him, and then
escaping once again.

Llew was
piling soft tasselled cushions in her way, creating mountains for
her to scramble up and roll down, his face flushed and laughing as
he thrust his hair away from his face. The king sat with Dittander,
both clapping at their romping. Her mother sat a little back from
the them watching with a tired, content look in her eyes. She
plucked juicy strawberries from a bowl of beaten gold and sipped
chilled white wine. She looked to Mera and beckoned her to sit by
her feet. “How are you
faring?”

“I’m well
mama.”

“We have
heard good reports from Tomas. He says you are attentive and
intelligent, an apt pupil. I’m proud of you, but you must take cares to be more
ladylike. There are fairies in your hair.”

So saying she plucked them up, and gently
blew them out of the tent, her slim face limned in light, glowing
coils of hair gently framing her face. To Mera her beauty, her
elegance, made her words sting even more. She would never be as
graceful as her mother. Her mother turned back to the tent with a
smile for her and it helped to calm the resentments.

King
Gaillardia swung Dittander up into the air, causing a torrent of
giggles and screeches before depositing him in
Mera’s lap.
“It’s a pity the same could not be said for you, Llew. Tomas
says that you are more than able, but less than willing. Still.
This is the last warning you will get, I want to see
improvements.”

“But Papa! I
am improving, Captain Madder says….”

“I know what
Captain Madder says, but that is not the subject under question, is
it?”

“No,
Papa…”

“Good,
I’m glad you understand. I
have heard of your skills, son. Shall we put them to the test?
It’s a fine day, you can
show me the new parry you were talking of.”

“Yes,
Papa!”

Llew ran out
to get the practise swords, King Gaillardia strolling after him
with a proud look upon his face. Her mother sighed and gathered up
Dittany, who had already started to crawl after them, and they both
carried the babies outside. Already Llew had got the servants to
clear an area, and was now limbering up, regaling his father with
some lengthy story of his practise lessons. Soon enough they were
both ready and facing one another, the servants stood around to
enjoy the show, and to offer refreshments if necessary. Llew looked
tiny next to his father. Although tall for his age and wiry, he
barely came up to his chest and looked like a twig next to a tree.
They had only just tested one
another’s guarde, before
pausing so the king could adjust
Llew’s grip with some advice
on what oils to use on the sword, and balms on the hand. Mera lost
interest and let her attention wander. Which was soon taken by the
sight of a rider coming over a hill and heading toward them a fast
clip. The rider wore the House colours of a royal messenger, it
must be important to interrupt the picnic. With much muttering the
gathered party watched the rider bearing down on them.

“My King! My
Queen!” Out of breath the
rider bowed from the saddle and passed the King a sealed missive,
the wax still tacky. Which the King quickly broke, and scanned the
contents, murmured something to her mother who replied in
undertones, before turning back to the messenger and handing him
his signet ring. “Tell Navew
to call the Closed Council, the Queen and I shall attend
anon.”

With a final
brisk bow the messenger wheeled his mount sharply and cantered back
towards the castle. Soon enough the King and Queen were surrounded
by their personal staff, whilst the other servants bustled about
taking down the pavilion. A nursemaid came and took Dittander from
Mera’s arms, and it seemed
to her that the absence of his warmth felt very much like her
mother leaving again. She stole a look at Llew who was staring
after his father with the look of a hungry puppy. Catching her
looking he made a rude gesture.

The King and
Queen had already mounted up, bridles gleaming against prize
horseflesh and velvet. Her mother was giving orders to the
nursemaids, a slight frown marring her beauty. The King looked to
their children, his eyes gone dark with his mood.
“I am sorry this as been cut short,
Llew, we shall finish our bout another day. Jessamine and I will
ride ahead, you both shall return with the
others…this will make more
sense later. Knowing court gossips, not as later as I would
like…but still.
Adieu.”

And with that they were gone, the family day
out over. Llew looked furious, at being left out no doubt. At least
his father had bothered to say goodbye, her mother had only been
concerned with the babies, as usual. Biting her lip as guilt
flashed through her.
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The Oculus was astir with rumour, eddies of
curiosity stirring through the gently mingling throngs of people
occupying the echoing space. Vents and doors had been wedged open
to coax any stray zephyrs to cool the humid summer heat, shafts of
golden sunlight piercing the cool recesses in which gauzy draped
women lounged in padded couches and demure servants offered
refreshment, and dandies posed nearby. The lulling notes of harps
mingled with the burbling fountains in the Gardens beyond to create
a veil of confidence over the murmur of conversation.

The King and Queen had passed by not so long
ago, to the Little Council Chamber, at their heels the Lord General
Karse had clanked, coiffed hair and armour gleaming. The High
Priestess Vervain and Anise, her consort, followed. She serenely
gliding, her sleeveless white gown fluttering, the jewellery of her
prestigious rank warmly glowing in various golds. He stalking at
her side, muscled chest bare, oak green kilt tied about his waist,
garlands in his hair. A closed court was announced by Navew, the
whipcord thin Keeper of the Seal, his ever present harried
expression in place as he struck the beaten bronze gong once.

In their wake the nobles had flown, Tomas
caught up with them. As he surveyed the hall he felt bemusement at
the peculiarities of Danuans. Rather than be perturbed by such an
unexpected meeting, a meeting of the most powerful people in this
court, indeed this nation, they treated it as an impromptu fete.
Whiling away the time with refreshments and delicacies, whilst they
gossiped about the cause. All Houses currently at court were
represented, none would be seen to be behind the times. Nor miss
out an opportunity to test out the balance of a rivals perspective,
or a possible alliance.

The general consensus was that it must be
about the Empire. The solidly built veterans of Arabis House, of
course, thought perhaps the King had finally decided to crush
Aummor. Or at least hopefully declaimed such views, blue tendrils
of smoking herbs drifting past hard, penetrating dark eyes. Lord
Caderos of House Twining Ivy listened but kept his own council.
Captain Madder gruffly nodded, his eyes scanning the room, knights
young and old at their backs.

With
amusement Tomas noted the presence of the head of House Dahlia
languishing resplendent in scarlet silk with ebony hair coiled
about her head, casting sultry and speculative glances at those who
waited attendance on her. Dracaena’s gaze shifted occasionally to the infamous and single Lord
Knight Caderos. It was well known her eldest daughter was ripe for
marriage, and the hot house blooms Dahlia had a reputation for
exotic beauty, and sly wit at trading.

Her nubile consort was engaged in a heated
discussion with Admiral Mullein of Sea Holly House about the
possibility of, and competition, in trading Sanguine. The wily old
sea dog kept his composure and held out his reluctance on giving
the Empire a toehold in Danua.

Passing them
by Tomas paused in an errant beam of light to take up a glass of
elderflower cordial, sweet coolness easing the tension in his head
and eyes, most likely from too long reading into the night. Dawn
had caught him unawares, again. His moment of peace was burst with
a hearty booming chuckle. Situated in a broad band of sunlight
lounged Houses Helianthus and Yarrow. The Lord Coleus of House
Yarrow was wiping the mirth from his rotund cheeks, grey speckled
curls awry. His sun haired brother Cleome, the Head of House
Helianthus, grinning with a mischievous humour. Their wives
reclined near by, Lady Dianthus, Head of Yarrow, and Lady Artemisia
her younger sister and wife of Cleome, with identical expressions
that acknowledged their husbands would never escape boyhood. Tomas
hid a smile as he meandered past hearing snippets of conversation
centred on the harvest to come, and the expectations of the
sisters’ new breed of apple
and the quality of cider it would make.

Seeking the coolness of the shadows Tomas
drifted toward the third and final grouping of Houses. Of these he
felt compelled to watch. He rather suspected there was much of the
old blood in these houses, betrayed by a certain wildness in their
beauty, and it reminded him of days long gone, of another place he
once hoped would be his home.

In the soft, stirring shade dwelled a member
of House Foxglove, soft brown hair hanging loose about his
shoulders, green eyes coldly watching the ladies with whom he
stood, and yet at a remove. A man entering his late twenties, as of
yet unmarried, his House known for their steadfastness to the Crown
and Rose. Lord Aruncus and Lady Astilbe, the Heads of Iris House,
sat side by side. Dusky brown and silver hair mingling, identical
blue eyes that held a feral humour. Their fingertips stained with
the muted hues of the rainbow, evidence of their skill and trade
with dyes. They worried that whatever the council was about it
would cause more levies on the land, yet their expressions gave the
impression that they secretly found it all very amusing.

Listening
politely and offering reassurances were House Water Lilly. The
whole clan held a wetly ethereal beauty, long golden hair, pale
blue and green eyes, gentle flush of pink on cheeks and lips,
puddles of watermarked silk in blues around them. Their faces held
expressions of wide eyed innocence and good faith, as the Lord
Shastra, a remarkable tall and svelte man, maintained that nothing
could tarnish the grace of Danua. When his lady smiled there was a
subtle to it that suggested nothing would dare to tarnish that
grace.

The garrulous
old man that was dubiously the Head of Gentian House ambled up to
them, his bald pate glistening with sweat, velvet jacket rumpled.
He grabbed a handful of canapés from a near by attendant, somehow
managing to put them all into his nearly toothless mouth, and
whilst chewing set about his discourse.
“Now, now young Sirs, Ladies.
There’s no fret to be having
now. We’ll do what we always
do, lead him on by the apron strings,
we’ll take, and smile, and
do what’s best for us
because that what they want really,
isn’t it? A chance at us? At
this? That’s why our King
married that boy’s mother,
now she wasn’t too bad, a
fine Lady, a tragedy that was. That must have stuck in the old
buzzards craw now, hey? But time flows on,
he’ll do us proud and
we’ll do what
we’ve always done. Apron
strings!”

And so saying
he veered off, trailing behind an unaware attendant carrying
goblets of chilled wine. Tomas watched his retreating, age stooped
back and wondered if there was any sense in the old
coot’s words. Tomas
wasn’t so sure the power and
might of the Empire could be so easily dismissed, but he had a
point in that Danua had done very well in keeping it at a peaceful
arms length throughout the centuries. His form was slowly swallowed
into the milling masses. The lesser houses and nobles flowing from
group to group, in hopes of attaching themselves to a greater
power, or perhaps already in the service of one. The young forming
smaller groups attempting to imitate their elders, or using it as a
chance to escape to the gardens and summer sunshine. And of course
the endless flow of attendants and servants. All but Thistle House
were represented, and it was said that the Head of that House was
infirm. If the news was truly of importance it was timed remarkably
well. With the summer solstice a short time away it was nearly a
full court, the Houses gathering for the celebrations before going
home for Harvest. Indeed, maximum impact.

Tomas thought
back through his letters and the gossip the children had brought.
Of Danuan Court only the normal gossip; who was allied to whom, who
had taken a secret lover, what challenges had been issued and met,
the latest fashions and intrigues. A whole host of fanciful,
daring, and sordid tales. Nothing out of the ordinary. Merida was
calm, the usual abundance at harvest expected, the plans for the
Embassy going ahead for the Empire’s toehold there. Of the Emperor continued debate on his
search for a wife, and as ever, pervading everything else, the
delicious wonder and mystery. Sanguine.

With a soft sigh the door to the Little
Council Chamber opened, the King strolling through talking quietly,
the Queen on his arm laughing at some jest and waving a dismissive
hand. At their entrance a hush spread out around them, like a
pebble dropped into a lake before, as one, they rose to intercept
them. Lord General Karse followed, a stiff expression on his face
and a white knuckled grip on the hilt of his sword, he made a bee
line for Captain Madder and the Knights.

The King
raised his hand to forestall any onslaught, then deftly caught up
two glasses of cordial. Passing one to his Queen, he raised his
own. “I see I am blessed
with the company of my gracious Court, is there a special occasion,
or have you merely gathered to make free in the sunshine? To summer
and happiness!”

The gathered nobles hurriedly joined in the
toast, the gathered force loosening up slightly, once drinks had
been downed. The Head of Arabis House stepped forward.

“So what of
the meeting sire? What news?”

“News, Andro?
Very little I’m afraid,
other than over zealous young courtiers. Nothing Navew could not
handle on his own! Some showy affair in Kaelistra that has set
tongues wagging. No doubt you’ll hear all the details soon
enough.”

At which
Arabis gave a gruff nod. Navew edged forward looking a little wide
eyed as he caught sight of the Mistress of the House, who it was
said actually had more power than the King inside the Palace walls,
and also happened to be his wife. “My King, if you will excuse me? I have plenty to be getting
on with, couriers to speak to, not to mention the outrageous prices
of manure I intend to refuse to pay, and of course Privet
will….ahem. Yes, good
day!”

“I think I
may go sit and talk for awhile, husband.”

“Of course,
my lady wife.” With a tender
parting kiss the Queen was soon welcomed with open arms and settled
into a couch with the ladies Dianthus and Artemisia, both of whom
had young children. The sound of feminine mirth and exasperation
soon filled the air around them.

Across the
way the Dracaena had intercepted the Lord General Karse, an elegant
hand poised on his arm, and an immaculate eyebrow raised in
invitation. “Karse, darling,
are sure we’re not to have
hordes of ravaging Aumorrans or Imperialist descend on us? It would
be a terribly frightful way to end a party
that’s just getting started,
don’t you think? Do
tell!”

“Oh have no
fear, my dear lady, it seems it’s all a matter of gossip. That young Emperor seems to have
felt a bit bad about that massacre he orchestrated a few months
back. So he’s given a gift
to the poor, a statue of that bloody Goddess of theirs. The height
of two men and made of Sanguine they say. Set up in the razed
ground and supposed to offer protection. Bit late for that, I
think. Mmm?”

“Sanguine!
But that must be worth a fortune. Surely
it’s merely plated, but even
so…what does it do? How do
they say it?” She wafted a
hand. “Charged! What has it
been charged with?”

“Well, my
lady, that part was rather vague. Protection for the innocent, and
to bring criminals to their feet is what was said. Now as to how?
Charges, I don’t know, not
so fancy as that revelation of a light Salvias
had.”

A young lord of House Foxglove had taken
aside the King, engaging him in muted conversation for a moment, a
resolute expression on his face, before Coleus, Cleome and Lord
Gentian descended upon them followed by a host of lesser nobles. As
the vision of the King faded beneath a swirling tide of silk and
gauze, Tomas noticed that the high priestess Vervain and Anise had
slipped easily through the crowds to join Iris and Water Lily, the
Houses that sought the old ways.

“Times are
once more changing”

“What will
become of us now?”

“A new power
has been born, squalling onto the earth.”

“With life,
comes death,”

“And out of
darkness, comes light.”
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The drums beat in the valley.

Above the air hung heavy, charged with
electricity. The storm clouds stacked high above the south and
eastern ridges of the mountains that ringed like vast elliptical
arms grasping at the churning charcoal towers lit by internal
lightning. Sight dimmed to a harsh white light, swiftly fading. The
pass at the distant northern point was pierced by the great river
Vorath, which escaped its deeply carven bed in a myriad of
waterfalls and smaller tributaries, before wending its way through
the centre of the broad fields, until passing through the pass at
the southern point, eventually thundering its way into the Sea of
Sorrows.

This was the
valley of the broken Farrahnaan Empire, now more commonly known as
the Grain Bin. It’s entirety
taken up with intensely farmed fields, even the
mountain’s feet terraced to
yield. Instead of grain the valley held people, soldiers, a vast
army camped amidst the stubbly fields. The harvest gone, sold, and
sent to the Empire. Rations packed securely in long winding rows of
carts, corrals of mules, the
cavalry’s horses near by.
For every armoured, scarred soldier there was a meagrely outfitted
slave. Some corralled like the cattle, others bustling through the
hordes.

All seemed infected by the frenzy of the
approaching storm, whose chill breezes broke through the humidity
to pass over clammy skin. All across the fields tents were being
taken down, their canvas snapping as if they struggled to escape,
supplies being securely fastened and checked once more, soldiers
checking weapons and armour. The hissing multitude of whetstones
adding tension to the distant rumbles of thunder, to the drums.
Fires spotted the terrain, ruddy glows belching smoke, over them
hung iron pots full of uncommonly good stew. The last meal.

The storm clouds rolled inland, closing over
the eastern ridge of mountains, creating a roof over the valley.
The underside traced in the orange of the fires, the black bodies
with theirs flashing blue entrails pressing down, adding an ionised
tang to the ripe air. The eastern ridge was punctured by three
passes, the central pass leading to Merida proper. The gateway to
the broken Empire. Here the last vestiges of power still clung, the
faded line of Emperors still dwelt, though their reaches only
extended to the valley and the wealth they wrung out of it. Their
one time glory was evident in the palace that spanned the
Farrahnaan Pass.

Inverted and heptahedral the seat of Farrah
hung suspended within the natural fissure between the two mountains
that created the pass. Four of its sides ended in points driven
into the very sides of the mountain, a third of their total height.
The apex of the palace buried in the earth at the very centre of
the pass, two roads leading around it a sharp angles. From this
apex the building grew floor by floor, each taking up a greater
area than the last, and all ringed in lavish balconies. The top
floor was roofed by the very sky itself, around its edges broad
steps led up to columned walkways offering views of the mountains
and valley, of Merida. In its very centre a great raised bed of
stone, on which was carved and painted a map of what was once the
Farrahnaan Empire and surrounding lands. The map itself was
exquisitely to scale, and highly detailed, it would take thirty men
to circle it. It was the last pride of the old days and was
maintained, even the bodies of water kept filled to the correct
level, the pond like seas kept free of plants and fish, the ancient
mechanism still kept the rivers flowing. It was here that Teza of
Farrah, the last son, stood and betrayed his people.

He had been
born into generations of resentment, of loss. Always reminded of
what was, surrounded by faded glories and the legends of his
bloodlines, knowing that his family were now little better than
merchants. Wealth they still had, but only a remnant of power. Upon
the map lay newer marks, river beds, even scars where hills and
mountain tops had been removed, scars from the time of Lightnings,
when the Stars Fell and the Empire was broken. Their people
scattered to join the mass migration that followed that time as
everyone desperately sought some safe place. Always that reminder
of what was, and what is. But he would change that, he would win
back some glory! Once more Farrah would be powerful, and his name
would shine with that renewed glory…
even if he had to bow to a different power to
achieve it.

Once more an
Empire would reign, and even if he was not the Emperor at least his
family would rule the lands what were once theirs. It was a
compromise that weighed heavily on his pride, yet not nearly as
much as his desire for greatness, for power. And so he found
himself here, thunder thrumming through his heart and the glow of
the lightning reflecting in his black eyes, staring across at Alas,
the General of the Black Dogs, the
Emperor’s Personal Guard and
Primary Army. The man to whom seven eighths of the masses below
answered, the man who would lead this campaign to victory. And upon
whose word Teza’s reward
would lay.

He was a giant of a man, unusual for an
Imperialist, the ruddy paleness of his skin suggested origins from
an unknown place, but his dark eyes and hair were typical. His hair
was shorn short to his scalp, strange to Teza, leaving a
surprisingly handsome face bare, the cheekbones standing out. Thick
eyelashes framing those dark eyes, which watched everything with a
certain quite calm. He had a powerful thickly muscled frame, not a
scrap of fat left, yet moved with a sense of controlled grace. When
he spoke it was in a clear, quiet way, giving respect without ever
submitting. He never showed any inflection of emotion, his face
unreadable.

Not at all what Teza had expected, yet
watching Alas in control had made him respect him, and he was told
that the soldiers spoke of him with fear, pride and an almost
worship. There were rumours that all of the Black Dogs were slaves,
but nobody ever asked them, and he was willing to let the matter
go.

Around the
map stood his own nobles, and captains, and the leaders of the
Imperialist Legions. All knew the plan, how the campaign would go,
but Alas had called them to gather for one last meeting before they
used the coming storm and night’s darkness to hide their attack. Using a pointer he
gestured to Farrahnaan Pass.

“Here, we
stand, the greatest army the Empire has ever amassed. We will
conquer these lands for the Emperor’s glory, as he wills it. I will lead the Black Dogs through
here, the Secondary shall sweep forth from the pass of
Vorath’s Way, the Tertiary
from the Aumorran Pass. The Aumorrans are an unsurety, though
unlikely to defend Merida. A garrison must swiftly be formed here.
Each army shall fracture and sweep outward. There are four Great
Families, twelve lesser holdings. These will be subdued by dusk
tomorrow-”

Teza spat and
interrupted. “The Great
Family, here outside my pass, they are treacherous, but brave. I
advise you show no mercy to these, kill them all, except the
daughter. She will be mine. In fact, do it with all the Great
Families, mayhap keep one alive, a small hope. Fear will spread
ahead of us, we can offer to let the Families live, if they
surrender.”

Alas calmly
regarded him. “You believe
such terror will work? The command on high is for a swift
beginning.”

“Oh yes, the
Meridans love their Families.”

“So be it. We
strike swiftly, and deadly. The Great Families are to be eliminated
in the first offensive, save one to be held ransom, a possible
heir. Any who fight are to be killed. Of the survivors a third are
to be put in chains and sent to the slave block, the rest will be
offered a choice. Death, slavery or indenture. Those who choose
indenture are to be placed under an overseer and supplemented with
our own slaves to work the land. Any produce is to be seized,
tallied and sent to the Empire, save what is needed to survive the
winter. Each holding will be made secure, a squadron, or garrison
left as necessary. I want our backs
protected.”

His pointer swept to the north to the point
where impassable mountains of Alhion separated the cultured world
from the North, from the Empire, across the top of the Sea of
Sorrows, into Merida, curling around the pasturelands of the
Ceurans, separating the rolling lands of Merida from the North. The
pointer rested near where the jagged mountains joined the
pastureland.

“Here will
the Eagles Legion descend, from the secret way through the
mountains. The Ceuran are a ferocious people, the Emperor is not
interested in their lands but knows them for the deadly warriors
they are. The Legion will march through their lands, burning their
Trees and taking what horseflesh is in reach. They will not veer
from their path. A sally to show the
Empire’s might, to damage
their defences, but not a war that will linger. If they are wise
they will pay heed. To the Vorath they will march. Here, the river
runs wide and there is a good ford. A garrison will be established.
The Eagles Legion will merge with our own, providing a relief, and
the means to push further. By spring I want the locals subdued,
fields cleared and ready for planting. There will be no rest, no
succour. We push, we push hard. We have the element of surprise. We
take it and we deliver them a great blow before they have time to
gather. Clear?”

A grizzled, hook nosed captain grunted, his
fist tight around the hilt of his sword.

“What of the
other Great Families? Shall the manoeuvre on the first offensive
hold?”

“If they
fight, they die. Let it be known that if they surrender they will
be allowed to live, in servitude to the Empire. My Lord Teza, do
you agree?”

Teza lifted his eyes from the map, from the
lands that should have been his. The first rains began to fall,
lightnings flashed over head as the storm broke above the valley.
It felt, finally, as if he could breath easy again.

“Oh yes, it
is done.”

 



Notes

 


Here in reads a shall we
say, much refined and poked at version of my early works that
originated as a simple idea of Mera, tentatively entitled
The Fall, how her life would unfold
and the difficulties she would face. I was 21, escaping abusive
relationships and an impoverished single mother. I thought of fairy
tales and freedom.

I joined a writers circle, a rag
tag collective of writers, poets and musicians. This was the
decision that guided my literary inclinations and love of reading
toward a career, with priceless feedback. From posting on MySpace
to starting my own blog, and all the endless research, editing, and
revising. Members came and went; the Americans quickly bounding
into the shiny new era of self publishing, as the Brits continued
to tinker away, to develop our styles and artistic direction.
Leanne Moden, spoken word artist, and John Clay, writer and rocker,
without your steadfast support and commentary I honestly do not
think anyone would be reading this.

These are good people, making
good art and you should check them out.

I also spent time lurking around
the online community, indulging in speculation of beloved stories,
understanding how audiences approach narrative, and watching as a
need for social change became increasingly reflected in
discussions. This can be seen in movements such as #DiversityinSFF
and the intersection of community with online activists, feminists,
writers, poets, playwrights, critics, academics, gamers and fans.
Genre is at the forefront in tackling representation, tradition and
illusions. I salute you. To the beta readers found there, not only
did our public convo distracted me from some rather dark days, your
advice led to changes that ensured tropes were examined and not
merely upheld.

After years, and edits,
and edits, and edits, I plucked up my courage and started
submitting to agents and publishers. And was summarily rejected.
Fair play, as advice pointed out, the writing was simply too
verbose and I needed to find the heart of the story. I got
critical, refined and applied a little writerly alchemy.
Open is the fat that was trimmed from
the bones of that first draft. At first I left it to gather digital
dust in a file, until, exhausted from battling systematic failure
of social systems, loss and hardship, I wrote the words of
Olkis.

Fairy tales, within the
historical context, are arguably the origins of literary endeavour.
As told by and woven into working class oral traditions, until some
middle class white guys started writing things down. with grim
interest, often through christian constrictions. I wanted to pull
through modern awareness and philosophical musings via a framework
of fantasy, which unfortunately is often kinder than reality as
there are more shields. And magic. (Ink is everywhere.)

In the early days of my
blog my writing, perhaps a wee bit grandly, was compared to Kafka
and Angela Carter whom epitomise the blurring of lines between
genre and modern literary philosophy and who remain relevant to
this day. Carter explores the feminine, the strengths, the gendered
enforcement of roles, and sexual suppression and liberation.
The Elf King's birds yet flutter
through modern syntax, and the teeth of misogyny bite just as
sharply. Kafka's The Penal Colony
has an eerie resemblance to Serco's immigration detention
centres, including Christmas Island, in Australia where human
rights are abolished, and human life held with such capitalised
barbarity, that the inmates begged to be gassed. To find freedom in
death, when only half a turn of a century before such horrors
provoked a world war.

The royal house of
Rosalind has much privilege but is perhaps on par with the reality
of western wealth. Open
touches upon class and gender with Mera and Tansy’s
friendship, on gendered expectations and privilege with Llew’s
psyche and the division of knowledge with Tomas. Then there is
Olkis, a contrasting voice who calls out from these conflicts and
offers the reader a critical prism to apply.

What is freedom? What is
reality? Illusion? Is the desire to be free a childish one?

Whilst it may not be truly
possible to be free in absolute we should at least seek liberty.
Thank you to all of those who have read and advised, to those who
have offered friendship and an ear to rant in when chaos got the
better of me. You are rare, and all the more valued for it. I
continue to write, I continue to fight. This story continues in the
OTHERSIDE: Of Bloody
Reflections.

 


In solidarity,

Ashley Fox
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Twitter:
@_AFox_

Facebook: AshleyFoxReflections

Blog: ofbloodyreflections.blogspot.co.uk

Smashwords: Ashley Fox

 


 


Cover artwork, design, and
illustration using photography and Word Paint, Windows Photo
Gallery and Serif DrawPlus Starter, formatting using Mark Coker’s
excelled guide on Smashwords, and editing were done by myself as I
was too poor to hire. Leanne Moden had a hand in ironing out the
grammatical errors in early drafts, and any that remain are
entirely my own responsibility.

 


Stay in touch lovely
reader...
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