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    We romantics love a great romance that blossoms in strange places. And so, I dedicate this to all the great love stories that came from surprising circumstances. 

 

But mostly I dedicate this to my own great romance that sparked in the most unusual way and grew into a beautiful life. Love you Joran.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.

Proverbs 3:5-6

      

    


​Last Words 

Leigh,

If you're reading this, then I am no longer breathing, which we all knew was coming. Taking Raik's heart out in the circle took mine as well. I feel no desire to continue. How can  I raise our child without  him? I adore my child but I'm not whole anymore and feel myself slipping away. 

If only he was alive. Maybe we pushed our views too hard, maybe the Duraaki were not ready. I never meant to create discord among the village. It would seem no matter where, my blood line creates pain and conflict. 

Our lives have created much chaos and now it has cursed my child to be as I had been cursed, orphaned. Thankfully, and with a lot of prayer, she won't carry the other hindering curses along with it. 

No matter how hard a person tries to right the mistakes of their parents, it warps into a bind similar as in the past.

More to the point of this letter, our daughter is in need of a guardian. I know we didn't see eye to eye on much of anything. After all, I'm fairly certain you aren't in agreement with our plan of change. That being said, there's no one better that I know of who would protect my daughter more fiercely than you. Also, because of the estrangement between us you are her biggest chance of  surviving. 

Her name is Mariel. 

After my darling Mary. 

Bring her up courageously. And if there comes a time where she may learn about her parents, I've enclosed a letter for her, should you feel it best for her to learn of her past. But passing you our daughter's life is also accepting in how you choose to raise her. Should you refuse to expose us to her please just remind her of this one thing...

She is very dearly loved.

Primrose

Leigh sighed. She folded up the stiff paper. A gurgling sound rose from the wicker basket that lay on the worn table. The innocent squeals of a hungry babe rose powerfully, but just for a moment. Leigh's blonde hair in a messy braid dangled in front of her chest as she peered into the basket.

The servant who had held the bundle had long since disappeared, probably out of the Duraaki village altogether. Leigh sneered. Coward, she thought to herself.  A memory flashed before her and her body softened. An image of the limp body of Primrose in the bed, exhausted from labour and the loss of Raik, holding a folded letter with the word 'Leigh' scrawled on it. Her throat threatened to close, suffocating her.

Raik had fought well in the circle the first time when he vanquished his brother Odyn, winning the respect of the people when he won the fight. Odyn's passing marked the start of something new. Something different. As quickly as he had earned their respect he lost it. And before long he found himself in the circle against another, against a person he considered friend. While he fared well in his last fight, his life couldn't be spared. Leigh had seen the moment when Raik found Primrose's eyes and they locked onto each other. His last moments were of her. The scream haunted her still, filled with anguish and hatred. And as she laid eyes on Primrose, she knew she had undone everything between them. Leigh knew deep in her heart, she hadn't really changed. With blood splattered across her face, still warm she realised just below her skin she was still just the Queen of Bloody Hearts. She sat upon the throne in the Great Hall. She was a traitor chieftain. She was Leigh.

A tiny hand reached out as though to greet Leigh. The woman wrinkled her nose. What was she to do with a baby? She stuck her slender charcoal painted finger towards the little hand. The fingers latched on hers, and a swarm of bees seemed to pound inside her chest. 

"What has your mother done now? She couldn't just keep all those views to herself, she had to drag Raik into it too." She reached for her shoulders and hugged herself. "If he'd have loved me, he'd still be alive. And you'd have my blood in your veins." The baby whimpered in reply. Leigh stroked Mariel's soft plump cheek. "But you have him in you." She softened. The baby's warmth radiated into her tanned skin. "Your mother wasn't all that bad in the end. We may have even called each other friend once or twice. A rickety friendship at that." She chuckled at the constant discourse.

"Mariel." The woman leaned in further. Mariel's giant eyes reflected Leigh's softening form. Her wooden necklaces performed a song, the babe’s toes lifted up as though to grab onto the cord around Leigh's neck. "It's not very Duraaki. Not fit for the future Chieftain." She scooped the child gently into her arms, terrified of breaking the tiny thing. Her elbows were stiff and her shoulder hunched over the baby subconsciously as though already protecting her from all around. "Perhaps we shorten it just a smidge." She wiped the spit bubble forming from the rosy lips that hungrily attacked her finger. "I've got nothing I can give you from my own body." The babe squirmed at her breast and she shifted her carefully to peer over Leigh's shoulder. "But Gerty the goat will have something for you. Let's go to the barn shall we?" She paused for a moment as she placed the tiny swaddled creature into the basket, "El." 

​

​

​Part One:

​Secrets 
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​The Stone 
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Mama would wake in the night sometimes and Crusoe would wake with her. He’d keep silent and he’d listened as she’d cry softly, and Papa would comfort her. 

“You’re safe now. You’re okay.” Papa would say. Jamie, would echo through the halls. Not a person, not anymore. Not a ghost. Not even a memory. Just the word Jamie.

Crusoe’s anger would flare, Those pillagers! He’d spend a lot of the hours in the dark, sleepless nights, thinking of vengeful plans he could execute. As a child he had been helpless. He reached under his pillow and pulled out a smooth stone. An average looking stone. Nothing spectacular. He ran his thumb over it and his heart squirmed from the pain. As a man now,  he could put some of the more appropriate plans into action. He'd make them pay. The stone was heavy and pale blue. He turned it over in his hand, looking up at the emptiness that the night held. The night was silent to everyone sleeping, but Crusoe heard the soft whimpers of his mother, and his father’s sleepy voice comforting her pain. This is how the dead of night was in the cramped house. Ma would eventually calm and walk to the kitchen, pulling out a candle and her worn Bible from Father Miguel. Father Miguel took the old priest's place when he had been captured by Raiders. People whispered about the evil Father Henry possessed, but they talked about Father Miguel too, his change to the parish. Still Ma read his translated Bible thoroughly, often reading to the family after supper when things would go quiet and the fire crackled in the hearth.

Crusoe heard Pa shifting around to go for his morning walk. Mama would soon find herself busy with laundry. Faith would be baking pastries, her passion in life – that and Daniel. She'd blush at the mention of his name. River, the youngest of the three children, would of course think life was perfection and had nothing but time to fish. Crusoe had always been bothered by his twin's optimism. The danger was never far away. Crusoe was the middle child. Mama said he was the first of the twins because he couldn’t wait to right the world's wrongs, and had come out kicking and screaming. 

“You’re still kicking and screaming, and you’ll never stop.” His mama would say,  though Crusoe was a silent man. She’d tuck his long hair behind his ear. “It’s a good trait to have in the world we live in. But don’t hold the entire weight of the world on these broad shoulders, or you’ll miss the tenderness in life.” Crusoe would be silent, grab his mother’s weathered hand and kiss it before slipping away from her grasp and out of the house. The weight of the world was entirely on his shoulders. He had to be battle ready. Every noise that was unfamiliar would set him on edge. 

The stone warmed in his calloused hand. He thought of the time he had found the stone. He closed his eyes. A stupid prank, that was all it was supposed to be. To teach Jamie a lesson. He needed to pull the raiders off the pedestal his baby brother held them on. 

Jamie was fascinated when Mama would tell the story of being captured by raiders, and how she escaped. The other children would be enchanted by her bravery, and excited over the adventure. Jamie had adored the stories to another level. Crusoe remembered Jamie remarking about it once in the dead of night.

"Crus, you awake?" He whispered. Crusoe grunted.

"Crusoe?" 

"What?" Crusoe rolled over to see his brother looking over the top bunk down to him. His bed hair was long enough to hang and reminded him of a lion. 

"I think it would be exciting to be captured by raiders. Don't you think?" Crusoe wrinkled his brows and guffawed. 

"That's stupid, they'd use you as a slave." He rolled over facing away from him.

"But imagine the stuff you'd see!" His whisper got louder. 

"Oh yeah," Crusoe scoffed. "Human sacrifices would be so fun." Jamie couldn't see the eye roll but it was there and he knew it happened.

"Do they really do that? Tell me." He was a year younger than the twins. But at the time, fourteen and thirteen seemed years different. Crusoe huffed and sat up. He had lost all hope of sleep now. He might as well scare his baby brother with a good tale. Jamie smiled broadly and swung off the bed and clambered into his big brother's bed.

"It's said that the Raiders have many gods. All demand blood sacrifices." Crusoe's arms would swing slowly in rhythm with the story, raising his arms in the intense parts of his story, and dropping them when his voice dropped to a whisper. "Some ask for blood from animals. Squirrels, crows, and rats." He turned dramatically towards Jamie. He glanced at the brown eyes and saw them shining with interest. "But then they sacrifice cows, goats and bears. They pour the coppery liquid in jugs and bathe themselves in it. Blood mixing within their hair and drying to their skin." Jamie's smile broadened. Crusoe didn't like how excited he was. He needed a good scare, so this was Jamie’s own doing, Crusoe thought to himself as he executed the next bit of the tale. "The biggest sacrifices however, are boys not yet men but not children anymore. They hunt them. First the victim sees a rock with blood on it." Jamie swallowed. Crusoe continued. "Then a bundle of wildflowers wilted in the dark blood.” Crusoe mentally patted himself on the back, for coming up with the story on the spot. “The savage raiders sneak around watching you for weeks. People say when you see the blood in the river, that is your last sign. That very night will be the night they sneak into the victim’s house. And grab you!" Crusoe clawed at Jamie and Jamie screamed and then giggled nervously. 

"But Pa would stop them." Jamie said while he bit his lip. 

"Pa wouldn't even know they’d come into the house." 

"Why?" Jamie's eyes were huge. And Crusoe's face went grim.

"Because, the valley has foxgloves. You know what foxglove is right?” Jamie nodded his eyes wider than ever. “They slip it into the water of the family. We'd all be dead and you'd be a hostage. Sacrificed.” Jamie curled his knees up, and glanced around the room, Crusoe decided to take it one step further. “The sacrifice starts with a knife,” He grabbed Jamie’s hair, “and then-"

"No!" Jamie hollered and he ran out of the bed towards Mama. Crusoe threw his hands up. Victory. 

Ma came in looking very annoyed. She gave him a stern look.

"He asked me for a story–" Crusoe offered his excuse quickly.

"Did it have to be that?" She asked, pushing the skin on her forehead back a bit, probably wondering how she'd make it to the end of their childhood. Crusoe smiled softly and she shook her head, her face breaking into a smile – it always did.

"Off to bed boys. No more stories." She wagged a finger at Crusoe. Crusoe shrugged and laid on his back. 

Simpler times. When they were just stories. But they weren't just stories anymore. Jamie proved that. The other children never heard their mama cry in the dark. She kept the pain inside her soul. When Crusoe would look at Pa, however, he'd see how he remembered the thought of losing her, losing Jamie, too. Mama had a way of making all the bad things that happened to her hide away until no one was looking. But Pa was an open book. His eyes bled with pain at the thought. But the story that was never brought up, was Jamie's. There wasn't a whisper of Jamie anywhere in the house. Nothing except the stone that Crusoe'd keep under his pillow, or in his pocket. Even the bunk where Jamie slept was gone. Crusoe would never forget what happened and he'd never forgive it either. He'd use his baby brother's story to fuel his fire.

The light crept softly up. Darkness still lingered but light was taking over inch by inch. Crusoe pushed his cover off of him. He slipped a baggy shirt over his head, not bothering to tie the strings at his collar bone. The deep cut of the shirt flowed this way and that. His anger and pain fueled his body. He grabbed his boots and slipped past the door, out to the woods for a run. Mama would know he slipped out: you couldn't get past her. Crusoe was glad she didn't know exactly what he did in the woods.

His body ached from the run, and he pushed harder. When his lungs felt like fire he breathed harder. He was training. Branches scraped him. Roots tried to trip him. He lunged over a fallen log. Running hard and fast. His throat threatened to close up, begging for a pause, but he couldn't because he was preparing. Preparing for war. And no one but Crusoe and the band of boys who felt the same, knew about it.

He stopped at the river. The river where he had last seen Jamie alive. Where he had carried out the last of the prank, blood in the water.

“Hey.” A deep voice called from the other side of the river. “Look who finally graced us with his presence.” Crusoe grabbed the rope that was swung over to him. It was thick and used. His arms bulged as he jumped and swung his body across the rippling river. As he landed, his long dark hair came undone and piled at his shoulders. He gathered it up and tied it away. Everyone he met would give him grief about the length. Mama would bring out the kitchen shears and Crusoe would disappear. River sat like a good boy, the golden child that he was. His hair was clean and cropped. But Crusoe kept his long since the day he'd found a way to avoid cutting day. And nobody knew why. They’d ask of course. Everybody did. But he’d just shrug. 

“A little late, boy.” A gruffy man appeared through the bushes. Crusoe glanced back to make sure he hadn’t been followed. Tying the rope to the fallen log.

“Better late than never,” Crusoe said flatly. A grunt answered him. There were many boys here. It was the meeting place. Crusoe tipped his neck from one side to the other. Cracking the tension that built up. Carrying the world’s problems was heavy indeed.

The men of all ages, most had the profession of farming and were only handy with a pitchfork in the beginning of this group, gathered around Bill. He was scary to most people, mostly because of the scar that hadn’t grown shut but healed thoroughly right through his mouth from ear to ear. He looked like a scary story you’d tell around harvest time. And the truth was he was scary. Deadly. But the cut across his face had nothing to do with that. That had only fueled his hatred for one group, the group that did this to him. Raiders. Every time Crusoe saw his scar his hatred grew deeper. People who can do that to a man shouldn’t be able to live.

“Well, let’s start today's training boys. I got places to be." He gestured towards the weapons laying on the mossy ground. Bill didn't have anywhere to be in fact, not a date with anyone but a bottle of burning liquid.

“Hey, Bill?” That was the old man’s name. 

“Boy?” He answered back.

“When will we get our chance?".

“When they come to our town. But don’t worry, it'll be soon. Hold that anger close, boy.” Bill smacked him in the chest and it buried the anger deeper into his heart. Crusoe nodded. He picked up a sword along with many other men eager to start swinging. Bill paired up with him to spar. 

Nobody talked to Crusoe and it wasn’t their fault. He avoided conversation. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to talk. Just what was there to say? Bill was able to get more out of him than anyone. He pushed his loose strands back as he raised his sword, his stance light and ready to shift at a moment's notice. He was fast, incredibly fast for his height and width. Faster than his brother which is why he had always been able to lose him in the woods before getting to the rendezvous. Crusoe stepped in, driving his sword hard. Bill clashed his sword falling into the push-and-pull dance that was sparring. He stepped three feet up, standing directly beside his opponent swinging the sword around his head. Two steps behind his opponent he dropped the weapon down. Crusoe arched his back missing most of the dive, a small scrape of the sword caught his collar bone. He was grateful to have taken his shirt off. If he came home with holes in his shirt Ma would force him to explain. Bill was laughing maniacally. Crusoe smirked at him. In a quick move he spun the sword just like a performer and swung his sword down flawlessly. Bill dodged but Crusoe nicked him on his torso. They were a good pair.

Sweating profusely as he laid the sword back in its hiding place he shook hands with his opponent of the day. Bill told everyone to get home for lunch, with the usual 'speak of this to no one' speech. Crusoe wouldn’t. His mother would not approve of violence. His father’s heroic days were long behind him: fighting wasn’t in his nature. 

Crusoe washed himself off in the shallow of the river. He pulled his loose cotton shirt over his head to return it to his body after he pulled the collar more to one side, hiding the nick he had received today. It had stopped bleeding already. His shirt clung to his wet torso. He faced the path that was home and ran. Running brought him control. By the time he hit the clearing by the house he was sweating again. His lungs reminded him to push harder next time. 

He’d be ready for them. Ready to protect the family. To protect the town. He’d make sure raids were a thing of the past. 

“Where were you Crusoe?” Faith the miracle baby, said as he hopped the steps of the porch.

“Running.” 

“Mama was cutting hair today.” He shrugged. “She’s never going to touch yours you know. You don’t need to run off.” He shrugs again. “Man of so few words. You know women like mystery but you got to give them something.” She frowned. 

"You're the most beautiful sister in the world." He flattered her and she giggled.

"Nice try, big guy." Crusoe walked past her through the door frame. Faith knew everything about how to catch a beau. Or at least she liked to think so. Especially since Daniel was taking notice of her for the past few months. Crusoe slumped into one of the recently oiled chairs. Milly was a firm believer of polished furniture. She'd smother every wooden piece in oil then allow it to dry for a couple days. Waterproof and far too glamorous for their small cottage. Though Ma would often take an oil soaked rag and run it along the boards of the walls. She swore it kept cockroaches out. Crusoe hadn't seen a cockroach in their house, so it may be true. 

“Your chores?” Mama asked as she held a wooden spoon from the batter up. He watched the batter drip to the floor, Mama oblivious. Mama was precious to him. Innocent in so many ways. 

“I’ll get to them Mama.”

“You know Pa says no breakfast until chores are done.” She angled her elbow as her hand went to her hip. The spoon dripped some more. Crusoe exhaled and pushed himself up, heading to the door.

“Wait.” She shoved a lavender scone into Crusoe’s mouth, tucking his chocolate hair behind his ear in her motherly way. “Come back and there will be more.” He smiled as best as he could with a giant pastry in his mouth. He thinks about the dripping spoon. There would be more if it wasn’t pooling on the floor. He pulled the scone out of his mouth, biting a large chunk. Kissed his mama’s forehead, crumbs rolling down her face.

“Thanks Mama.”

He took off through the creaky door frame passing Pa on the way out. Crusoe respected his father in the highest regard, but he never felt close to him. Not the way he was with Ma.

“I hope you’re done your chores with that scone in your hand.” Crusoe didn’t reply and passed him to go to the barn. He could hear Mama.

“Behave, Ory.” Crusoe kept his head towards the barn but his ears were trained on the conversation.

“You baby that boy.” Ory said.

“He’s so much like you.” She disregarded the first sentence.

“That’s what worries me.” Crusoe could feel the couples’ love, and the unspoken things that they endured together. 

Opening the barn door he greeted the animals. The barn felt relaxing. There was something about the animals. He scooped an empty pail up, petting the barn cat who was missing an ear. The calico cat purred and stretched itself across bags of feed, full from the mice he had found in the sack of grain. Crusoe scooped some chicken feed in his hand and sprinkled it to the fat hen clucking along the path. The red chicken would have already been fed by River. But Crusoe was the reason the hen was the size it was. It would make a good Christmas dinner. He filled the pail that was hanging from the post with oats and grains. A stool sat below the hook and he kicked his toes towards it, nonchalantly lifting the stool up to his free hand. He wandered slowly to the large cow in the middle stall. She saw him and greeted him with a desperate moo. He emptied the pail of feed in her trough and she began her lazy chewing. He patted her moon shaped mark on her forehead, before opening the stall and taking up position by her udder. The animals made soft sounds in the background, but the milk streaming into the tin drowned out most of it. Crusoe’s hands were strong. They had to become strong when milking Cherry became his morning chore. The cramps that came with this job when he first began were a pain he thought would linger forever. Often they'd keep him up all night, until Ma gave him a basin of hot warm with a rather large portion of salt mixed in. He soaked his hands in that before and after milking and found his hands less sore until they didn't cramp altogether. He had pushed through it for the sake of Pa. Pa’s hands weren’t as they used to be. The hard work he had put into building this farm had taken a toll on his joints. Many nights Pa’s hands were closed into fists and wouldn’t open without a warm soak in the same salt water and a massage from Ma. Crusoe didn’t mind milking Cherry. It was his favourite chore on the farm. Besides, his Pa deserved a retirement after the work he had put into their little world. 

Ma would tell tales of escaping the prison, with the executioner, that'd be Pa, and the story was heroic. Dodging other guards, searching for a hiding place, turning that spot into their farm. Pa had a far off look whenever she told the story, as though there had been more to it than that. Pa would sit behind Ma so she wouldn’t see him. But some days she’d catch his face and the story would come to an abrupt stop. River would ask for more and she’d shoo him off to collect eggs. 

“That’s a child’s job!” he’d complain.

“We all do our part on this farm.” Ma would say. And Pa would give a stern look and River would gruff about him being hardly the youngest. 

To be honest, Crusoe would enjoy doing all the chores related to the animals. It gave him peace. His tension about raids and killers coming in the night or during a foggy day would lift when he sat with the animals. 

The bucket filled to the brim, “Wow, girl you’ve blessed us well.” He patted her belly, and she called out to him. He scooted the stool back and lifted the milk onto it. The smell of hay and warm milk lingered about them. He opened the stall and Cherry mosied through the gate towards the pasture. Securing Cherry inside the pasture fence, he leaned on a post and watched a calf running up to his mother. The mother called to the boy, and the boy pranced about showing off something new he had learned in the tall grass. Crusoe smiled and waved as he went back to gather the milk. The calico’s head was in the pail, licking the creamy substance and Crusoe scooped him up. He let out a meow.

“Alright, alright.” He firmly held the shorthaired feline in his grasp. Grabbing the dusty porcelain bowl that sat on a shelf for just such an occasion. He let the cat sit on a wooden barrel. The lid was heavy and secure. The cat continued to call out to him in a begging tone. 

“Patience, Castor.” He scolded the cat. He poured some milk into the bowl and the cat dove for the bowl. His whiskers dripped from the residue of the pail. Crusoe chuckled.

He smoothed the cat's hair down, before turning to the house. 

Crusoe graced the door frame with the milk pail and Faith stood at the table. She went to the cabinetry and pulled out a tin pitcher. She brought it to her collection of tools for separating the milk.

“I’m done with breakfast." She gestured to the large bowl ready for milk. “You can pour it in the bowl.” Crusoe did as instructed and set the empty milk bucket on the ground.

“Outside.” Crusoe’s father told him. Crusoe scooped it up and slipped it out the door. 

“Come sit.” He said kindly.

Crusoe joined him at the table.

The air was filled with the aroma of freshly baked scones and frying oil. He glanced at his mother as she slid an egg off the cast iron pan and into his plate. 

“Thanks.” She kissed his head. “Where’s River?” He asked his father. 

“Fishing.” He replied.

Crusoe ate the egg in two bites. 

“Another?” Ma asked, he blushed. She nodded.

Faith placed a thin cotton linen across the bowl, She’d let it sit for a few hours before the scraping began. Crusoe thought back to when he used to watch his mother separate the cream from the milk. 

“It’s about that season again.” Pa said quietly enough for Ma not to hear over the crackling egg in the pan.

“I’ll be ready,” he said flatly.

“Your mother will force you into the shelter. She knows you.”

“I’m fighting.”

“There are times to fight and times to find shelter, son.” His father’s hand laid on Crusoe’s shoulder; it was kind but strong.

“What do you know about fighting? You ran away with Ma, you didn’t need to fight someone for her. Then she was captured and you waited for her to show back up. Father Miguel did more than you.” His voice got low towards the end. 

“Here, son.” The greying brown hair fell over her shoulder. Crusoe thanked her quietly and scooped the egg up on his fork and shovelled it in.

“More?” She asked. He shook his head.

“Milly,” Gregory spoke to Ma. “I need Crusoe’s help in the woods today.” The words left a hidden message that only he and Milly seemed to understand.

"Sorry Pops, I got to get to work. Mister Forre will not accommodate tardiness." Crusoe said in a mock voice that everyone assumed was Mister Forre.

"But–" Pa called out. But it was too late. Crusoe had ducked out of the house. Crusoe could see his father’s hand reaching out to him in his mind.

***
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"EL WATCH YOUR RIGHT!" Leigh hollered from the stand, El rolled her eyes and swung her weapon over her head allowing it to fall behind her. She swerved the heavy metal making a figure eight and clashing with the attackers weapon beside her. She made combat look like a dance and an easy one at that. But the beads of sweat on her forehead screamed in protest.

"Watch your right El." One of her peers mimicked to her left. Taunting and making fun of her ridiculously involved mother. El growled and lunged towards the comic. He stepped back and she skidded her feet on the dust. The boy brought his sword down towards her, but not before El pulled her hatchet from her waist band and hooked it behind the boy's knee cap and pulled. He came down flat on his back and her sword slammed without threat against his chest. He coughed. Sliding the sword off himself he shot daggers out of his eyes at El. Her smug smile infuriated him. While he had crashed on the ground, another boy who had attacked at her right had been swiftly defeated as well. El swung her heavy axe onto her shoulder and spun the hatchet in the air before slipping it away. 

"Woo! Ya El!" El winced. Mother! 

El walked to the trainer and threw her weapons on the rack carelessly. The trainer held her hand up in the circle as the winner. Weapons class was always El's favourite and she was the trainer's favourite student. She took a cocky bow and blew a kiss towards the parents who were collecting the fallen children. The monthly tournament had always been the same. Ten students in the circle. One comes out victorious. El was guaranteed the one to come out on top. Everytime. She was a genius when it came to weapons. Hand to hand combat was the same. Runes and writing however were not her favourite thing to waste time on. Leigh met up with El and El rolled her eyes. Leigh was beaming. 

“I’m so proud of you, daughter.” She hugged the broody young woman.

“Mother, please.” El begged, “You are humiliating me. Everyone’s watching.” She tried to shove her mother’s hands away. But Leigh pulled her closer.  

“They are just jealous, you hold standing.” She pulled out the necklace El kept hidden inside her dress. A token was at the end of the cord. a token of royalty among Duraaki. She was next in line. When her mother passed onto the next world she’d be sitting in her place, unless one of her jealous peers challenges her. Which, by the way the fire behind her peers' eyes pursued her, it would be the safest bet that a challenge in the circle would be fated. El would be able to win, she had no doubt. But she didn't want royalty. She wanted to be a shield maiden. Let someone else rule and sit on the lavish throne. El wanted to go on adventures: she was the fiercest in class, she could take care of herself. The stories of the journeys, monsters in the oceans, mermaids slipping off distant rocks, the spoils they'd bring home. Heroes. Let her swear loyalty to the chieftain, but send her out on adventures.

El pulled her necklace back from her mother’s grasp and shoved it back down her dress. Leigh laughed and ruffled her daughter's hair.

“Come along now.” Leigh gestured towards the hall. “It’s time you put more effort into runes of the people and not to mention the English language.” El groaned and followed her mother reluctantly.

"Why bother?” 

Her mother just chuckled, “Because the village leader must not be illiterate.”

“I don’t want chieftain, mother.” Her mother made a waving gesture as though to say ‘that’s neither here nor there.’ 

“I want to be a shield maiden.”

"Even a shield maiden must be able to read maps, which have runes. Or what if you find yourself with a person of the English language and must converse?" 

"Mother you've forced me to speak Saxon at home my whole life, besides a shield maiden doesn't converse."

“Either way El, you’ll not be one. You will be chieftain.”

“Everyone knows runes are ancient and mean nothing anymore–" 

"Watch your mouth child!" A slap came down on El’s face, and fire rose up her eyes. She turned fiercely and ran into the great hall.

“El! I’m so sorr–” But El had left her in the dust. She ran through the big hall and passed her mother’s throne. Behind the door in the corner laid their home. It was lavish, with many beautiful things found on beautiful adventures. Adventures El was ridiculously jealous about – she’d been left behind. 

El’s rage was furious. How dare she hit me! How dare she treat me like this. Her teeth ground into each other making a savage sound. She went into her mother's room and stomped around. She snooped around finding something to rebel with. Walking past a side table, she crashed her foot into the leg. She hollered out a curse word and crouched to inspect her battered toe. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a small box under her mother’s bed, directly in the middle of the bed. She laid on the wooden floor and reached her long arms under. She tapped the box with her forefinger trying to pull it closer. It was heavy and didn’t budge. Holding her breath once or twice, thinking she heard footsteps coming, each time it turned out to be her heartbeat. Her jaw clenched as wished she could block out her gut, screaming at her. She was furious and had the right to feel so. Still, sneaking into her mother's private things, the possibility of being caught, emotions piled up upon her. She exhaled. El pushed down the dread lingering deep within, dread that threatened to break through if she were caught. She slipped her head under the bed and pulled herself closer to the box. She grasped it and yanked it close. She wanted to open it, but this must be sacred for mother to hide it so. She needed her own space to open it. 

Walking out of her mother's room, El heard footsteps echoing. El ran towards her door. Behind her Leigh called out. Trying to be inconspicuous, she stopped and held her breath, her back towards her mother, her hands gripping the keepsake box.

“El–” She sounded tired. El knew if she turned around she’d never see the contents of the box so she exhaled and walked into her room, slamming the door behind her. Running to her bed, El slid the box under it then awaited for her mother to come crashing through the door with fury. But it never happened. In fact El was fairly certain she heard her leave the house altogether. 

After waiting a few minutes to make sure she was in the clear, El reached for the box and set it down on her lap. Glancing at the door as though the door itself was watching her, about to tattle the moment she saw the contents. She shook her head. 

The wood on the old box was dark red, runes engraved around it. El traced them. Maybe learning them would come in handy. She rolled her eyes, hating that her mother was right. She unlatched the rusty hook and eye. It was squeaky and stiff but it opened. The hinges creaked and begged to stay where they were but she continued forcing them to display the contents. She expected shiny materials to glow upon her face when she opened and was disappointed to find a book. A thick book bound in leather and tied with a thin vine. El turned the book over, inspecting every side carefully. She loosened the vine, opening the book. A slip of paper fell out. She opened it and read it carefully. For a second time she read it. And then a third.

Leigh,

If you're reading this, then I am no longer breathing, which we all knew was coming. Taking Raik's heart out in the circle took mine as well. I feel no desire to continue. How can I raise our child without him? I adore my child but I'm not whole anymore and feel myself slipping away. 

If only he was alive. Maybe we pushed our views too hard, maybe the Duraaki were not ready. I never meant to create discord between the village. It would seem no matter where, my blood line creates pain and conflict..

Our lives have created much chaos and now it has cursed my child to be as I had been cursed, orphaned. Thankfully and with a lot of prayer she won't carry the other hindering curses along with it. 

No matter how hard a person tries to right the mistakes of their parents, it warps into a bind similar to the past.

More to the point of this letter, our daughter is in need of a guardian. I know we didn't see eye to eye on much of anything. After all, I'm fairly certain you aren't in agreement with our plan of change. That being said, there's no one better that I know of, who would protect my daughter more fiercely than you. Also because of the estrangement between us, you are her biggest chance of  surviving. 

Her name is Mariel. 

After my darling Mary. 

Bring her up courageously. And if there comes a time where she may learn about her parents, I've enclosed a letter for her, should you feel it best for her to learn of her past. But passing you our daughter's life is also accepting in how you choose to raise her. Should you refuse to expose us to her please just remind her this one thing...

She is very dearly loved.

Primrose

––––––––
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IT COULDN’T BE. LEIGH had an adopted daughter, named Mariel. Where was she? Mariel. Mariel. What a strange name. Mari- el. El. 

El dropped the letter on the bed. She was adopted, Leigh wasn’t her mother. This strange lady who gave a strange name to her daughter was her mother. She died. She wouldn’t get to meet her. Just then she heard the door creak open in the main room, El scrambled, stuffing the letter inside the box and pushing it into the centre of her bed. This was her secret now. Not her– mother’s? What was she? Mother? A soft tap on the door made El lay on her bed facing away from the door. She couldn’t look at her mother. Not now. Not with this secret looming over the both of them. She felt Leigh sit on the bed. Facing the other way she waited for the lecture.

“I’m sorry, El.” 

El stayed silent. This was different. A change in tactics for her mother. El smelled warm bread wafting her way. Her weakness. She held her will strong and refused to glance Leigh’s way. She felt the bed shift as the woman left, closing the door behind her. A few minutes passed before El sat up and looked at the door. Expecting the door to glare at her. After all the splintered dark door knew all the secrets in the house, it knew the contents of the box, it knew Leigh had it hidden for years, and now it knew El held it. Little else to do other than pick up the warm flatbread, and devour each morsel of it. No matter how upset she was with her current situation, her guardian's baking was comforting and delicious. The bread gave a bit of stretch before breaking from the rest of the loaf. And the chew was exactly right. It was the taste of what home felt like.
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​Primrose's Journal 
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Crusoe was telling the truth, he was off to Mister Forre's blacksmith shop. What the family didn't know is that Mister Forre was a drunk. And the only reason his blacksmithing shop wasn't out of business was because Crusoe was keeping it afloat. His biggest customer of course was Billy. Asking for weapons to prepare for the next raid. 

The family would never find out. Pa and Ma were still fugitives from the law. Not that anyone would truly turn them in, now that the old priest wasn't in the picture. But they hadn't been pardoned. Pa thought it unkind to place the people around them in that kind of pressure to break the law. So they rarely ventured past the property line.

The blacksmith’s shop was in the heart of town next to the town square. The bloodshed that happened here regularly in the square wasn't present in the traditional sense. No, the town square was immaculate. Not a spot of rusted blood. But the haunting of the past lingered heavily. Crusoe glanced at the water fountain. Then glanced away. Jamie. He pushed himself past and into the dark, smoking business. Crusoe coughed. The smoke was dark and heavy. The acrid smell of burning metal stung his nose. It was normally a scent he enjoyed but at the capacity it held now, it attacked him monstrously. He held a rag to his mouth. His eyes watered heavily as he made his way to the point of the problem. 

Mister Forre was passed out next to the metal pot. Thankfully not touching and not injured. The melting pot was overheated and on the verge of danger. Crusoe knew to avoid water in the melting pot or risk losing his face. Grabbing the wooden post next to the pot he pushed the cast iron off the heat. The large pot swung with the clanking of chains. Leaving the pot to cool he went to the window shutters and opened them widely. Then, when the threat was lessened, he turned to Mister Forre, a bottle still in the old man’s hand. Crusoe grabbed the drunk and slid him out the back door. Laying him under a shade tree, he left the man to sleep it off.

The clanging metal that echoed through the room drove the haunting night far away. Something about beating dents out of something strong was healing to Crusoe. He picked up the heavy hammer that was weightless in his grasp. The force of the hammer on the metal was deafening in his ears. The red metal was taking the shape of something less jagged but more deadly than before, the heat forcing sweat to roll down his oily skin. His job kept his mind from overflowing. Like the forest runs, here he could clear his head. While he was silent things inside him sometimes screamed. 
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