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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

Felice glanced at the crowd. A shudder went down her back. For an instant she felt fear.

It wasn’t that she’d never been in a crowd before. Her father always took her to the temple every ten days. There were always groups of townsfolk there. She visited his shop several times a month, and had to be around the folk coming and going up and down the streets. No, it wasn’t the numbers of folk that troubled her for that instant.

It was that she was there by herself. Her father insisted on working through the festival celebrating the summer solstice. He always did that, and during every other celebration. It was his way. Nothing she could say or do would stop him from changing.

A few weeks ago one of the Priestesses of the Moon Goddess had proclaimed that Felice was now “of womanly age.” She was old enough to pay attention to young men, though she’d been doing that for almost a year now. She wasn’t old enough to marry, or at least not old enough to enter marriage with any respectability. But she could start thinking about it seriously. She could meet young men on her own. She could be asked to be courted, if she wanted.

For an instant that overwhelmed her. There had been times when it seemed like she couldn’t grow up soon enough. There were times when she didn’t want to grow up. Now she was on the edge of having grown up. It was a little unnerving for her.

She paused for a breath. She didn’t know if any of the other young women around felt the same way she did. But at least she’d have a moment gather her strength first.

“Are you all right?”

She turned towards the voice. It belonged to a young man. She was tall for a woman, so she looked him in the eyes. His face seemed a bit drawn but otherwise he appeared average. “I’m fine,” she replied at last.

“You didn’t look fine.” He smiled. The smile made him seem more charming. “You looked overwhelmed.”

“Just for a moment.”

She couldn’t believe it but his smile seemed to brighten. “Say, I know you. You’re the daughter of the scribe, aren’t you?”

“And you are?”

“Dennis, son of His Grace, Duke Damon.” He gave his head a bow.

She bowed her head more deeply. “Master Dennis, forgive me.”

He let out a snort. “What’s to forgive? You probably don’t recognize me.”

She looked him up and down. “Now I do. But when I last saw you, you were shorter.”

“Not by much. But yes, in the last couple of years I’ve grown up. Sadly, not that much out, I must admit.”

“Well, no.”

“You, however, have grown into quite the pretty young lady.”

“Do you think so?”

“I do.”

“That’s kind of you to say.”

He grinned and shrugged. “It’s the truth. Come, may I escort you?”

“Just into the crowd, Master Dennis.”

“Certainly.”

He put his left hand on his hip so that his left elbow stuck out. She took his elbow and followed him into the crowd.

She hadn’t always attended the festivals. Her father preferred to work. That meant she either had to remain in his shop, or if he stayed home she had to stay with him. She didn’t always know what went on at the festivals.

She saw that quite a lot was in fact happening. Along one part of one street, a band of musicians were playing tunes while folk danced. Along another street was a game of ring-toss, a game of balancing stacked plates and cups, and a game of catching a ball known as “Crown Toss.” A third street was filled with farm folk from the nearby villages selling homemade crafts. Everywhere there were clusters of folk talking, jesting, and enjoying the company of others.

In the center, not far from the Duke’s Manor, were the Priests and Priestesses. They were in their common robes, but instead of preaching about the Gods they were performing something. Felice gently pulled on Dennis’ arm to see what was going on.

After a few moments of watching, she realized they were acting out the tale of how the Gods came together to create the season of summer. The youngest and newest of them were actually portraying the Gods. The rest would, after the important actions were played, sing part of the grand “Summer Ballad” which told the whole tale.

They remained in the spot until the end, which came in about a quarter of an hour. When it was done everyone clapped to the Priests and Priestesses. An iron pot was brought forward and coins tossed into it. She watched as Dennis put in a few coppers. She looked at the pot for a moment then sighed and turned away.

“Something the matter?” he asked.

“I have nothing to give,” she answered.

“Nothing? Your father’s excellent at what does.” An instant later he looked pained. “But he didn’t give you anything to spend, did he?”

“No.”

“Don’t worry. I can give a little more.”

She turned to him. “You’re going back?”

He smiled and shook his head. “No. The next performance is in two hours.”

Her eyes widened. “Two hours?”

“Yes. There are several performances each day. You didn’t know that?”

“I spend most of these festivals at home or in Father’s shop.”

“Your father works too hard.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say to such a pretty young lady,” a male voice said.

Felice turned to her left to see who it was who spoke. She gulped in spite of herself. Approaching them was a tall young man. He had a face like that of a statue. From what she could see of his arms he seemed to have a body that was as powerful. He carried himself with confidence and strength.

“Why, Tobias, good to see you!” Dennis shook hands with the young man.

“You didn’t think you’d get through this without seeing me, did you?”

“I hope not.”

The young man waved at Felice. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“That’s right. You haven’t seen her.” Dennis turned to Felice. “Felice, have you met Tobias, son of our fine miller, Master Henry?”

“You’re Henry’s son?” she asked.

“That I am.”

“Tobias, this is Felice. Master Kenneth’s daughter.”

Tobias grinned to her. “Why, I remember you. But you were younger, and smaller.”

“I suppose I was,” she replied.

“You certainly weren’t prettier.”

“That’s kind of you to say.”

“Also honest of him to say,” Dennis told her. “You’re going to catch quite a few eyes around here.”

“Do you think so, Master Dennis?” she asked. She spread out her arms just past her sides. “I fear I’m rather plainly dressed.”

“Look around. Quite a few folks are plainly dressed.”

“Yes, but I doubt they’re as well-off as Father is.”

“Why should that matter?” Tobias asked.

“Father isn’t always the most generous, even with me.”

“That’s not fair. Or kind.”

She sighed again. “I know.”

A voice in the distance called Dennis’ name. He turned to look in the direction of the voice. “I see I’m being called by one of the Captains. I must have some duty to perform in a while.” He turned to Felice. “Might I leave you in the company of my friend?”

“I suppose,” she said slowly.

“Don’t worry. We’ve been friends for years. Aside from me, he’s the most honorable young man you’ll find in the whole town.”

“Aside from you.” Tobias shook his head but he seemed to barely conceal a smirk.

Dennis bowed. “Felice, it was a pleasure to see you. I look forward to seeing you again.”

“Thank you, Master Dennis,” she replied.

“Take care of her, Tobias,” Dennis said. When Tobias nodded back Dennis walked away.

“You didn’t arrive here with him, did you?” Tobias asked her.

She shook her head. “I came here on my own. I suppose I was rather overwhelmed. Master Dennis saw me, recognized me, and noticed that I seemed overwhelmed.”

Tobias grinned. “First off, Felice, you don’t always have to call him ‘Master Dennis.’ Especially when he’s not around.” He tilted his head slightly. “Unless you’re distinguishing him from anyone else in town, or anyone, really, with the name of Dennis.”

“Isn’t it protocol?”

“Only for formal occasions.”

“I didn’t know that.”

He looked at her for an instant. “You didn’t know? I thought your father knew the protocols.”

“If he does he’s not told me.”

He glanced around. “Where is he?”

“At home, working. That’s why I’m here by myself.”

“He’s not worried about you?”

“I suppose he is.”

“But his work is more important.”

“Yes.”

Tobias nodded. “I understand.”

“You do?”

“My father runs the grain mill. There are times throughout the year, especially in the autumn, where if I can’t help out, I’m on my own.”

“Did you ever get into trouble on your own?”

“No. Father always told me that his children needed to behave. It’s not like the children of the owner of the local mill are going to be unknown in their town or village.”

She thought about that for a brief moment. “I suppose not.”

“It’s not just knowing our names, either. Men are going to see us grow up. Perhaps their wives and children as well. They’ll know our faces. How tall we are. If we’re fat or thin.” He smiled. “It’s hard to get away with doing something wrong, or playing a prank, when almost everyone knows what you look like.”

His smile gave her a tiny warm feeling in her heart. She smiled back, hoping that told him a bit of how she felt, though doubting that it truly did.

“What about you?” he asked. “I gather your father’s well-known around town.”

“He is. But he never told me what your father told you.”

“No?”

“No. He said I had to behave because if I didn’t, I’d bring shame onto his trade.”

“I suppose that’s so, Felice. Father said the same to me.”

“He was stern with you, then.”

“Not at all. He grinned when he said. He grins when he reminds us of it.”

“Grins?”

“Yes. I mean, it’s not as though the farmers outside of town or in the nearby villages can go anywhere else to have their grain ground into flour. But if I or my older brother did anything that was bad, everyone would bother Father about it. He said he’d hear it from everyone for days and days. It’s better that we behave and not make fools out of ourselves.” He let out a laugh. “Father says if he has to hear about what we’ve done, then he’ll drag us in and make us hear it as well. What child wants to go through that?”

She nodded to him. “That sounds a better way of going about it.”

He took in a breath. “You said you were overwhelmed when you arrived. I forgot to ask you why that was.”

“As I told Master Dennis, sorry, Dennis, I haven’t been to many of the town festivals.”

“Why not?”

“Father kept me in his shop, or at home, helping him with his work.”

“He’s so busy as a scribe?”

She paused for a moment. She thought back at the most recent instance of her staying with her father while the town celebrated. She recalled him asked her to read a book relevant to what he was working on. She asked questions about the book, and he answered them, but in the end there was little he needed from her reading. She could remember times when she was younger when that reading was helpful to him. Yet it now seemed as though many of those times were her reading to read, to learn, rather than to assist her father in his important and profitable trade.

She let out a deep breath. “I’m starting to wonder about that, I hate to say.”

“Hate?”

“That’s perhaps too strong a word.”

“Tell me what you do mean.”

“Do you want to know?” Her head bobbed from side to side. “Amidst all this?”

“Yes. I do want to know.”

“Very well. I think Father used those times to get me to read the books he uses in his trade. I think when I was younger my reading was more helpful to him. Now, though, I think it’s more to keep me occupied.”

“So he doesn’t have to leave his work to escort you around?”

“I think so, yes.”

“But he’s not here now.”

“I’ve come of age. I can be courted.”

“He wants you married off.”

She nodded then shook her head. “So it appears.”

He stood a bit straighter. “It seems that you need someone to look out for you.”

“I suppose so.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do you mean you?”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know you all that well.”

“Then stick by me and get to know me. If I don’t prove trustworthy, you may seek out Dennis and report me.”

“What would he do?”

“Tell His Grace, who’s his father. Who would tell my father. Then I’d have to stand by him while everyone remarked on how I couldn’t prove myself to such a pretty young lady as you.” He gave her an obvious mock frown. “I would be quite humiliated.”

She frowned back. “I suppose so.”

His frown vanished. “Besides, you’re not just pretty, Felice. I’m enjoying talking to you.”

Hers vanished as well. “You are?”

“Of course. As the son of the local miller, I hear a great deal about a great many folks in town. But I don’t hear much about your father.”

“There’s not all that much to tell.”

“I also don’t hear about books.”

“I don’t suppose you would.”

He looked around. “And I don’t suppose you know everything that’s going on.”

“No. I do feel a bit lost.” She glanced towards where the performance had happened. “I didn’t even know that the ‘Summer Ballad’ was done with real Priests and Priestesses.”

“You’ve never seen them perform the Sacred Ballads?”

“Not once. Why? Have I missed something important?”

He let out a laugh. “Well, not important as such, no. It’s not like the Gods will condemn you for missing them.”

“I should hope not.”

“Part of the pleasure is seeing them act it out during the day. The lines and the songs are always the same. As the day goes along, you can tell they’re getting bored saying the same things over and over.

“You see, most of the time, when we see the Priests and Priestesses, they’re at the temple representing whatever God you worship. They’re quite serious. If you should go to the temple to ask for divine aid, they’ll be serious in giving you advice or praying with you.

“But if you go to a meal with them, or they come to your shop to buy or sell, or you see them at one of the festivals, you’ll see them differently. Some are always serious. Most, though, will be at ease. They’ll be cheerful, or relaxed, or sad, or what have you. They’ll be just like us. So part of the fun of seeing them perform the Sacred Ballads is seeing how they react as it gets later and later in the day. Sometimes they’ll try to get others to make a mistake. Sometimes they’ll turn to the audience and make a face.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “Why?”

“Because they know they’re doing the same thing over and over. They know they’re performing the Sacred Ballads that we know almost as well as they do. They’re not fools, and neither are we. At times we all have to acknowledge that, though we’re not fools, sometimes we have to act like fools.”

“When?”

He shrugged. “Father has to when some man comes to the mill and tells him some bit of gossip he’s already heard. He can’t yell at the fellow for telling him what he already knows. It’s rude. Doing that could hurt his trade. So he pretends to listen. If anyone else is around, he’ll give them a look that says, ‘I know this tale, but what can I do but listen again?’ Or he’ll say the end before the fellow gets there. It’s just part of being around folk, so Father says.”

She sighed once more. “I feel I know so little about such things.”

“Well, lucky for you that I’m here to watch over you, Felice. I’ll try to tell you what you need to know.”

Her head tilted again. “Is that a jest?”

“Part jest and part truth. I mean, I’m sure there’s a lot about books and writing you can tell me. Perhaps we can share knowledge?”

She grinned to him. “Perhaps we can.”

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

“You’re a lovely girl, Felice,” Henry told her.

She arched an eyebrow. “I’ve been old enough to marry for a couple of years now, Master Henry.”

“I meant no disrespect.”

“Just be careful of your words.”

Words were important to Felice. It was the one gift she was truly appreciative of that her father had given her. He had an affection for words, but spoken and written. Words could help or hinder others. Words could describe good feelings or awful ones. Words carried power in their use and in their abuse.

“Father, you really shouldn’t spar with Felice,” Tobias said with a smile. “Even in jest, her wit can be sharp.”

“Probably gained from your father,” Henry said.

“It is the one thing he’s shared with me,” Felice admitted.

“At least he shares something with you.”

Felice let the remark pass by. She more than anyone in town knew her father’s reputation. Not that the remark was entirely true. She had fair hair like her father, rather than the dark brown hair of her long-departed mother. He was a little taller than average, or at least he was when he was a more vigorous fellow. She too was a hair taller than the average young woman in town.

“I’m more concerned about the practicality of your relationship with my son,” Henry said to her.

“Practicality?” she asked.

“Yes. I know the two of you are in love. I’ve probably known it longer than you have.”

Tobias shook his head. “Father, don’t be silly.”

“No, I distinctly recall the look on your face when you saw her at that dance. What was it? Two years ago now?”

“One and three-quarters,” Felice said with a grin.

“Right. The celebration of the summer solstice. You’d grown into a fair sight of a woman, and there Tobias was, eyes wide and heart fluttering.”

“It wasn’t love at first sight,” Tobias said.

“Oh, yes it was. But you were younger then. It seemed like a third of the young ladies in town sent your heart fluttering.”

“Well, I’m better now.”

Felice clasped her hands to her bosom. “The sight of me no longer makes your heart flutter?”

“You’re both going after me?”

Felice touched his cheek. “Admit it, my dear, you were struck by beauty all the time.”

“I was not.”

“Yes, you were. But your head finally took command of your heart.”

He smiled to her. “It did.”

She stroked his cheek once, then put down her hand. She turned back to his father. “Master Henry, you were asking about us being practical?”

Henry nodded. “That’s right. As a woman you’re not going to take on your father’s job.”

She shook her head. “Being a woman is no objection to the trade of scribe, Master Henry. There are women in the trade.”

“Not very many.”

“No.”

“And how do they get along with having husbands, and children, and such?”

“That depends upon the woman, I believe. Not every woman has to choose to be a mother.”

“No, though the Moon Goddess tends to frown upon such things.”

“Nonsense. Her Priestesses don’t marry or have children. The Moon Goddess doesn’t demand we bear children. She makes certain we can if we choose to do so. She looks out for us when we become pregnant. If the child is lost, or if we are lost, she brings us eternal relief from any suffering. But no woman is obliged to become a mother, any more than any man is obliged to become a father.”

Henry huffed out a breath. “That’s quite the speech.”

Tobias nodded in agreement. “Can you tell we’ve talked it over?”

“I suppose so.”

Felice looked from son to father. “That’s true. We have talked it over.”

“I suppose that’s wise,” Henry said.

“It is.” She sighed. “Everyone said my mother was a strong woman. Strong in body and in spirit. But that didn’t help her when she died bearing the stillborn that would have been my brother. Everyone says I look much like her, except for the color of my hair. I’m not going to assume I’m strong like she was, Master Henry.”

“No, I don’t suppose you should.”


OEBPS/images/gold_cover.jpeg





OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





