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The Truths of the World
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-

Three races of man separated by the ages;

The high, the Lae Velsanans;

the numerous common-men of the middling nations;

and the lowly Saldaens.

-
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Three branches of magic, each with a league to control them;

Mind, governed by the women of the forbidden Sisterhood;

Soul, wielded by the priesthoods of the faiths;

and Heart, regulated by the Cabal of Mages.

-
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Three realms of existence;

Ours of soil;

the Celestial of souls, gods, and magic;

and the Elemental.

-
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Three stages of godhood;

Avatars, seeds within mortal shells;

the New-Born, awakened gods upon our world;

and the Elevated, those matured and raptured to the next.

-
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And all in a world forged by the goddess, Life,

in partnership with her husband, Death.

Yet now they are estranged and waging divine war,

a war that promises doom for us all.
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Maps: Northern Dormetia (west)
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Maps: Northern Dormetia (east)
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Maps: Ossard & The Northcountry
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Maps: The City-State of Ossard
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Prelude
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-

The Witches of Ossard

-
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The fiery brand seemed weak, its flame all but lost under the glare of the summer sun, yet the black robed man who wielded it stepped forward with all the chill and menace of the deepest winter squall.

Vilma watched the young Inquisitor cross the cobblestones to the base of the long, stake-studded, and oil-soaked pyre. She wasn't alone. Four-dozen others also stood naked and bound as if some macabre forest had sprouted from the heart of Market Square.

Standing as straight as her bonds allowed, she tried to show her defiance despite her racing heart. 

This wouldn't be quick, and by the gods, it would hurt!

-
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Inquisitor Anton met her wide blue eyes, waiting for her to break –they always did. As a member of the Church of Baimiopia’s Expeditia Puritanica, he'd already cleansed scores of souls across the Heletian League, yet here he’d truly excelled: His superiors had warned that the harvest in Ossard always came heavy and rich. 

Thanks be to Krienta! 

It was the Northerners' penchant for blood mixing, the intermarrying of pious Heletians with foreign Flets, that created such fertile ground for heresy. Ossard stood ripe for a good burning, and fortunately he had the faith to kindle it. 

He could smell a witch at a dozen paces, tasting their vileness just as his keen nose could catch the dirty blood of a fertile woman. Anton was good at what he did, very good indeed. 

The Flet bitch continued to stare at him. He smirked, letting her sample his smug disdain. Most of her fellows begged for mercy or persisted with cries of innocence, yet it was the few who maintained their silence that he focussed on. They were where the true danger lay. 

He turned his back on her to bring his attention to the crowd being forced into the heart of Market Square. They needed witnesses, as many as they could get, to learn the lesson that the Inquisition dutifully taught: That none shall stray from St Baimio's righteous path, for that was the only way to Krienta. 

Thousands of hesitant townsfolk came forward, forced by a reluctant city watch, they in turn driven by the Sankto Glavos – the Inquisition’s holy knights. With barely a murmur, the two peoples of Ossard closed on the pyres, both the dark featured and olive skinned Heletians, and the blonde and fair Flets. Usually, their differences kept them apart, but today it was the true outsider – the Inquisition – that brought them together.

-
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Vilma looked from her executioner’s back to her poor daughter where two monks held her at the front of the crowd. Inger, only newly a woman, struggled against their hands as she tried to turn her tear-filled eyes away. They stopped her, forcing her to look on. 

The Sankto Glavos stood solid in their fine armour with shields and breastplates bedecked in black, navy and gold. The townsfolk before them cowered, the Heletians shedding tears to feed seeds of resentment with their sorrowful water, while their Flet brethren’s anger roused, fuelled by this latest act in an unfair history two centuries old.

Vilma whispered thanks to the gods that her daughter held no magic, but they'd also deprived her of the spirit she’d need to survive. She had to do something to give Inger a chance, something that might also spare her future children – for in their bloodline the ways of magic could skip a generation, but never two in a row. 

She tried to keep her composure for Inger, to offer some kind of calm. It was hard, so very hard when she stood naked and bound to a stake rising from a pyre while so many different emotions rushed through her.

Her anger at her fate boiled, and that her daughter and her people should be made to watch the barbarity of it all only stoked that rage. 

It also angered them; she could feel it. Her ability to delve into the celestial, the realm of magic and spirits, showed her the emotions entangling the souls around her. She would die today, but before her charred corpse fell crumbling and loosened from its burning bonds, the Inquisition would suffer the fury of the mob. Some already planned for it, both Flet and Heletian. By sunset the city would stand united, coming alive in riots led by the guilds and merchant houses. More would die. But dawn would see Ossard free of the Inquisition and their damned Black Fleet. 

-
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In a strong voice, Inquisitor Anton called, “Witches and warlocks will burn while cultists will drown. Yes, faithful people, the Church of Baimiopia will keep Ossard safe by picking the unfit hidden amongst you. Behold, the cleansing of the foul!” Then he dropped the burning brand, letting it fall through the silence and onto the edge of the oiled pyre. 

-
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The flames blossomed, rolling up to lick at Vilma’s toes while their searing breath raced higher to singe her blonde hair and scorch her fair skin. She struggled against her bonds, but it was pointless. The shock of the pain didn't allow her to do anything more than jerk and buck. She needed to focus, to blind herself to the agony and avoid the madness it would bring.

She had to focus...

Flames raged to either side of her and all about the stakes rising from amongst the piles of oiled wood. Men and women screamed and writhed against their bindings while the crowd cried out in horror.

Vilma fought against the pain, pushing it down, back, and into her heart. There she worked to harness it, to use it for power. This would be her only chance. 

And all the while the flames grew stronger. 

Blisters rose along her reddened and swelling legs, and lower her feet blackened and charred. The scent of her own burning flesh haunted her nose, yet she found sanctuary despite the stink and searing blast.

She stared out into the crowd, her gaze locking on to her daughter.

Inger looked back, her head held tight by the monks. Tears ran freely from her wide and innocent eyes, rolling down her cheeks to her chin, from where they fell free to land on the cobbles. 

What Vilma would have given to sup of them!

She whispered, a sound that couldn't hope to break above the hiss and snap of the roaring flames, yet she knew Inger would hear. Delving into the secret arts, she harnessed her boiling blood as it leaked from doomed veins to spend its power. This would be her last casting. 

Yes, she was a witch, but what of it? She'd never burnt anyone at the stake or committed any other crime. She wasn’t the monster!

She whispered to Inger, first soothing words and cooing. 

Her daughter stilled her struggles, so much so that the monks holding her began to loosen their grip. 

Vilma then gave her a message, whispering it over and over, “Remember your children, keep them safe.”

The monks relaxed as Inger calmed. Now, her only sign of anguish came from the tears streaming down her pale cheeks. The monks stepped back, leaving her to her misery.

And all the while the fire raged. 

Vilma’s hair fell about her in burning strands with most of it breaking free, singed and ashen, as it was dragged up and into the afternoon sky. She couldn't feel her legs any more, but it was no relief, the worst of the pain had risen up her body, fully upon her blistering belly and breasts, and her arms tied behind her. 

She had to end this and quickly. She'd also try to take the others being fed to the fire with her, but before she could, she had to give Inger hope.  

Vilma saw a young man in the crowd, glimpsing him through the rising wall of flames. She knew of him. He was the only son of a well to do Flet family – and also come of age. 

He looked upon the burnings in horror, yet had the strength to watch. She sensed his soul more deeply. 

He was true... 

She whispered to him, sending something that made him push forward to the front of the crowd. 

Before him stood a lone Flet girl, the young lady’s beautiful face wet with grief. Struck by the look of loss in her eyes, all he wanted to do was offer her comfort. He stepped past some monks and took her into his embrace. 

Inger surrendered to him.

Her mother whispered, “Love her and care for her,” sending the message directly to his soul as she reached into the celestial and bound them together. 

-
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Inquisitor Anton scowled. He could sense a casting, the cold tingle of its passing hanging in the air despite all the heat being thrown off by the flames. 

It was the defiant bitch! 

It ran weak and without danger, but still stood as sorcery. Guessing its target, he span on his heel to search the crowd. 

There she stood, the witch's daughter, wrapped in the arms of a young man – another Flet! 

Anton could taste her mother's bewitchment; the binding of souls and making of love. She’d crafted their marriage here. No doubt they would breed and more witchery would crawl from the filthy pit between the girl's legs. 

No matter, he could check on their get during his next visit. 

And then a dark smile broke his stern lips.

But for now... 

For now rose the hungry fire and he would burn her mother, and if he found no satisfaction in that, he could always throw her daughter on the pyre as well. His gaze drifted as he thought, coming to a stop where it found a half empty barrel of oil.

He’d finish her casting now!

Anton strode across and tipped the barrel on an angle so he could wheel it along on its rim. He began moving it, it rumbling as it rolled over the cobblestones, bringing it closer to the witch and her coming end.

-
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Vilma watched her daughter, the young man holding her tight. The couple were lost in each other as they mouthed her message of binding and love. 

A smile split her blistered lips. The Inquisition had set many magical blocks about the pyre to stop any offensive sorcery, but because of her casting’s harmless nature she’d been able to bypass them. It seemed that it had never occurred to the heartless bastards that someone might cast a love spell while being burnt alive. 

Finally, it was time to end her own suffering... 

-
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Inquisitor Anton growled, “Put this in you!” And he kicked over the barrel, setting free its dark juice to spray onto the bonfire’s edge. 

The monks cheered.

The crowd cried out in horror.

And the fire around Vilma erupted into a ball of fury that lifted up to wash over her.

-
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Her work done, she freed her perception and fell away from her mortal form to escape the pain, screams, and roar of her own boiling blood rushing through doomed veins. It was like backing away from two open furnace doors, her eyes, and into a dark cellar. With each moment the heat grew weaker and her view of that world diminished as she fell into the cool and soothing blue-tinged darkness of the next – the celestial.

She sensed for the others around her, seeking those also being fed to the flames. She grabbed at their desperate souls, mercifully dragging them and their attention away from their failing bodies, and into the cool of the afterlife. 

Vilma would let them rest soon, but not before she used them to stir the emotions of those left behind. They needed to feed the crowd's anger – just as oil had been used to feed the fire. What she was doing would spare them the agony they'd felt, but also block their mortal forms from dying. The results would not be pretty.

-
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Back in Market Square, the spiritless bodies convulsed and ruptured in a gory display. At the same time the crowd's anger also bucked to grow wild and ugly.

-
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Anton shifted uncomfortably. He'd sensed the passing of souls, yet their blackened bodies still jiggled, moaned, and burst amidst the flames. It was as if they’d become zombies, the flesh alive, but the bodies without spiritual owners. Worse still, he could sense the shift in the crowd's mood; from one of horror to a deepening outrage.

-
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In the celestial, her spirit smiled. 

Tonight, it wouldn't be the witches and innocents of Ossard being slaughtered. Not any more. Tonight, it would be the false moralists of the Church of Baimiopia's hated Inquisition. And as for the Inquisitor who’d personally lit the pyre, the vile man taking power from the pain he inflicted – she'd get her own revenge. 
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By My Own Hand
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-

A Belated Introduction

-
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I am Juvela Van Leuwin, daughter of Inger Van Leuwin, and granddaughter of a woman burnt at the stake for being a witch. It seems that misfortune and tragedy are as common to my blood as its colour – and I assure you, it is red. 

By my own hand I write this record using the skills that they forbade us to learn. For them, the ruling order of Ossard, such things as reading and writing were reserved for the mercantile-noblemen, most especially if they were of Heletian birth. In that, you see, is my failing, for I am both not a man, nor Heletian. 

The Inquisition may have been expelled from the city after the riots, but the Church of Baimiopia and its prejudices were not.

My Flet parents taught me, their beloved only daughter, what they thought adequate. They showed me the basics of letters and numbers, but no more, worried if I learnt too much I’d be caught out. Needless to say, I’ve since improved my talents.Today, with the skills they forbade me to have, I sit down to tell the tale of how their mighty city, the city-state of Ossard, fell. 

It all started about six years before my coming of age. The first signs were subtle, hidden amidst unrelated events and missed by most. It was eyes further afield that had spied the beginnings of the corruption. Those same eyes, Lae Velsanan eyes, imparted a warning that would save me. For that, despite their terrible part in the coming catastrophe, I will forever be grateful.

We begin in the late summer of the year 509 Encarnigo Krienta (seventeen years after the Burnings). I had just entered my teens...
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Part I
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-

Ossard, City of Merchant Princes
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-

A Growing Shadow

-
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My mother loved children. She cried if one suffered hurt and fell into despair at the news of an innocent’s death. It didn't matter if they were strangers and news of their fate arrived as gossip, or if they stood as family or friends. Sometimes the grief came as a long and unwinding spiral of cold and numb mourning, others carried the explosive rawness of heart-wrenching cries and wails. There were always tears. 

I hated it! 

Every year that mourning built through Ossard’s icy winter and thawing spring, only to mature into a deepening madness that rose with summer’s heat. 

Summer... 

Those balmy days brought the fever; Maro Fever. It spread from the docks and through the slums to take the weakest into its burning embrace. It loved the young, for winter had already found the old to claim.

During the summer, instead of my mother hearing of a child killed in some misfortune several times a season she’d hear of fever deaths every other day. We tried to keep such news from her, it trapping her at home, yet the sounds of passing funeral processions marked by the slow beat of mourning drums could not be kept at bay.

Poor Inger, so sensitive and emotional, so busy feeling other peoples’ pain – it almost drove her mad. Then one summer the real problems began...

-
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Child-theft is a coward's crime; that's what my mother said.

At first I didn't even understand it. I mean, how could you? Why would someone want to steal someone else's child? But then it happened, marking the beginning of Ossard's fall from grace.  

A little boy was the first to be taken. An infant girl went missing half a season later, stolen straight from her crib. More followed, and they were all Flets. I didn't know any of the victims, but I couldn’t miss their families' grief. 

The outrages went on, haunting the alleys of Newbank – the squalid Flet quarter of the city. The Heletian authorities ignored it as they did all the problems that plagued our district. In the end, any attempt at handling it fell to our guild, the Flet Guild, who unofficially governed everything on our side of the river. Still, as skilful as they were at dealing with our other problems, this was one that they couldn’t overcome.

So the kidnappings continued, as did the misery they delivered.

-
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Running our household kept Mother busy, it being one of the most prosperous in Newbank, and even of note in the larger and wealthier Heletian side of Ossard. She tried to keep an eye on me, as did Father, but that along with the family business, an inherited importing concern, just took too much of their time. One of our two maids could have watched over me, but they couldn't hope to defend me. If I was to be safe, it needed to be at the hands of someone suited to the task. 

Father found someone, a man of battle that came recommended as honest and able. Still, on the day he started, none of us were sure.

Like any young adolescent I came with some attitude. At Sef's introduction, I displayed as much rebelliousness as I could muster.

“A bodyguard?” I asked.

“Just for now,” said my father.

Mother nodded, her movements anxious.

I said, “It's because of the kidnappings, isn't it?”

Father nodded. 

Mother said, “No, not at all, and it's just for a short while.”

I turned to face him – my bodyguard.

He stood tall and solid, in his late twenties, with blonde hair and blue eyes spaced between the occasional scar. He tried to smile to win me over. It sat strangely on such a big man, one made bigger by an armour of leathers, and a scabbarded sword at his side. He looked like he'd just come from the bloody battlefields of Fletland, our people's war-torn homeland across the sea, so much so that I checked his boots for mud – to my disappointment they were clean.

He shifted, moving his imposing bulk awkwardly on our polished floorboards and setting them to softly groan. He just didn't belong in our civilised household, or for that matter any home. 

I smiled; having him around would drive my mother mad. “Well, I guess it could be fun having my own bodyguard.” 

Sef's smile broadened. 

Mother sighed in relief. 

Father grinned. “How about we give it a try by letting him take you to the markets?”

I was making it too easy for them, so I let my enthusiasm fade. “I guess...”  

Sef's smile faltered, making me feel bad. It was my parents I wanted to toy with, not him. He obviously didn't have a lot of experience with children. 

I found a grin. “I guess. He looks like he could handle anything.” 

Their faces lit up.

Then I went on, “And he's got a great sword.” I turned to him. “Can I hold it?”

He looked to my parents. 

My mother paled while my father shook his head.

That’s when I delivered the punch line, “Killed anyone with it?

Mother nearly fainted.

He squatted, coming eye to eye with me. “Only those who deserved it.”

I looked into his eyes, cold pools that had seen a lot of worse things than a spoilt girl of thirteen. 

Well, if I needed a bodyguard, I guess he could do the job. He was bigger than Father, and easily worth two maids and my mother in a fight. 

Father filled the silence. “The markets then?”

Sef’s smile dropped, now all business. “The markets.”

I took a step back, my bravado dead.

-
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All four of us took the family coach, Sef up front with the driver while my parents sat inside with me. My parents spoke of nothing in particular, just mundane household matters, both nervous as we headed out from home and away.

We arrived under overcast skies at the edge of Market Square. Crowds and stalls filled its wide expanse, all the way to its bordering sides marked by Ossard’s grandest buildings; the guildhalls; Cathedral; and Malnobla, the residence of the lord of the city-state.

Sef helped my mother from the coach and then reached up for me. He tried to be careful, but his strong hands held too firm, seeing me twist against them. In response he tightened his grip. 

I gasped, “You’re hurting me!”

Father frowned. “Come now, Juvela, be good.”

Mother stood to his side, worried but silent. 

Then we set out. 

Sef walked a pace beside me, or a step or two behind. He watched the crowd for trouble, and my parents for directions, but more than anything he watched me.

Mother looked at some cloth, and then some fruit, before we headed towards the livestock stalls. Amongst them we found a boar running around an otherwise empty pen. Alone and in a strange place, the brutish animal had become frenzied, to the amusement of a small crowd. 

The owner was trying to calm it, but the tusked beast lunged at his handling attempts. We watched for a while as the owner called in two men to help. Armed with long poles, they began forcing it into a corner. Soon they'd have it. With the chase over we moved on, my mother not wanting to watch its likely death. 

I led Sef and my parents down a narrow path that cut between two banks of pens, some empty, while most hosted goats, pigs, or sheep.

My mother complained, “Juvela, the animals’ filth is everywhere!”

“But there are lambs ahead?”

Father looked to his women and sighed, then noticed my shoes already caked in muck. “Juvela, go and have a look, but take Sef. We'll walk around and meet you on the other side.”

Sef offered an awkward smile.

My mother paled. “Can we leave her alone?”

Father put a hand to her back as he began to steer her away. “She's not alone, she’s with Sef.”

I skipped down the path. I could see a dozen lambs in the last pen. 

Sef followed, but also kept his distance. 

The lambs huddled in straw near the fence, it made from a tight weave of oleander canes. I went to them, squatting down as I slipped a hand through the lattice to offer the nearest my fingers.

Sef walked past, coming to a stop only paces away. 

The owner of the lambs, a fat Heletian, approached him to see if he represented a possible sale. They talked while I patted the closest animal, marvelling at its innocent face. 

That's when I sensed something behind me, it cold and sudden.

I looked down by my side to see a pair of black boots. A man stood there with his back to Sef, but Sef also had his back to him.

The man wore a dark cloak to protect against the coming rain that the sky promised, yet it also harboured something else – something akin to the chill that lurked in Sef's eyes. Earlier, I'd been a little spooked by Sef, but right now this stranger had me terrified.

He said, “It seems you've made some friends.”

I just stared up at him.

“There are other friends you can make...”

Sef's voice came firm and hard, along with the ring of his sword as he unsheathed it. “She has enough friends, sir, such as me.” 

He'd escaped the lamb owner, moved around, and begun to push between us. I got up and stepped back behind him, putting a hand to his beefy hip. 

Screams sounded from the other end of the pens. The three of us ignored them, caught up in our own intrigue. 

Sef and the man locked eyes. At the same time, I swear, the very air chilled. 

I looked down at the stranger's feet, his boots dulled by a sudden frost as strands of mist rose to drift about. 

That wasn’t right...

Sword in hand, Sef squared his shoulders and announced, “You’ll need to do better than that!”

The stranger showed some surprise. 

I didn't understand what they were doing, and had no time to think as I was distracted by a second set of screams. They were followed by a loud and bestial cry. 

I turned to discover that the baled up boar was now charging towards us. Pink froth ran from its snout while blood streamed down its side; behind it, the beast’s owner lay tripped up amidst the pen’s ruined fence.  

I cried out, “Sef!”

Following the narrow lane, the boar drew closer.

Sef hissed at the stranger, his sword held between them, “Get gone!”

The stranger chuckled. “So much to worry about!”

Sef said, “I can manage.”

“But so little time!”

The boar neared. We only had moments. 

I looked for a way through the fence, but the gaps in the lattice were too small, and the canes too thick. The lambs on the other side scattered. “Sef!”

The boar was upon us.

He swung his sword up from between him and the stranger, half-turned, and then brought it down from over his shoulder and out to his side. The move left me under his arm, and between him and his steel. 

The beast reached us as the blade’s tip flashed down.

The sword caught the boar on its great wet snout, with the charging animal’s momentum driving its head onto the razor-sharp blade. Sef held it stiffly, forcing its tip into a gap between muck-covered cobbles where he strained to wedge it.

The boar opened its own skull and then collapsed into the path’s mess. After a moment of spasmodic kicking, a wet squeal, and the spray of blood, it finally succumbed to a quick death.

Not wasting the chance, the stranger lunged around Sef's side and grabbed for me.

I screamed.

Sef brought his knee up to hit the stranger under the jaw, and at the same time lifted his sword and brought the hilt down on top of the man’s head. He then turned and stepped back to pin me protectively between his back and the fence. 

The stranger slumped to the ground. 

Sef’s blade hung in the air in front of me, half its length red. He asked, “Juvela, are you alright?“ 

I whispered, “There's blood on your sword!”

“Juvela, your parents are coming. Tell me you're alright!”

I took a deep breath. “Yes!”

He stepped away from the fence, freeing me, and then squatted down to be eye to eye. “It's alright, it’s the boar's.” He smiled.

Still giddy with fright, I threw my arms around his neck to hug him. 

He patted my back with his free hand. “Your parents are nearly here. Please be brave, I really need this job.”

I nodded. 

Sef stood as we noticed that the cloaked man had gone.

I said, “He’s gotten away!”

Sef frowned. There wasn’t a trace of him.

My parents arrived. 

Father cried out, “Well done!”

Mother dropped down to her knees in front of me. “Are you alright?” She was trembling and close to tears.

“Yes,” I said, “I like Sef, he's great!”

Father laughed and nodded, while Mother sobbed with relief.

That night they discussed the terms of Sef's employment over a roast boar dinner.

-

[image: ]


Sef became my closest friend, and, for me at least, part of the family. He had great patience. Not only did he watch over me, but he also talked and played, telling me stories of his adventures in Fletland.

Few families in Newbank could afford such a luxury, but it did keep me safe. Meanwhile, around us, the abductions not only continued, but worsened. 

My burly swordsman never again had to raise a blade to defend me – well, not back then. In my early years I thought it was because I was unique, you know, like most children. 

I was special! 

The adults around me reinforced the notion by the way they watched me grow. I thought they were looking for something, some telltale sign of my hidden glory beginning to bloom. There wasn't any. Later, I realised that they were just watching my all too ordinary progress into womanhood. 

With its arrival the adults began treating me differently, like some kind of precious jewel. Only Sef didn’t. Secretly we joked that the biggest threat to me came from my overprotective mother and her countless rules.

My father, an observant and warm-hearted man, asked me to be patient with her overbearing ways. He explained that my grandmother's dying wish was for my mother to take good care of her yet-to-be-born children. He said it plainly, telling me for the first time that Grandma Vilma had died in the riots that saw the Inquisition forced from Ossard, during the dark days known as The Burnings.

That moment had been a turning point for the city. 

The expulsion of the Black Fleet marked the beginning of a new age of prosperity for Ossard, even for its marginalised Flets. Gradually the era faded, growing corrupt and wrong. That was when the child stealing had begun.

They never found the bodies, not even their clothes. Rumours abounded to blame everything and everyone. Occasionally, unfortunates would be set upon by accusing mobs, yet the kidnappings continued. It seemed that nothing could stop them.

The only thing the missing children did leave behind were their heartbroken parents, parents who carried unseen but deep wounds. Such hurts don’t heal, instead they’re re-opened by memories as if cut afresh every day. Left untreated they only spoil. 

A city is the sum of its souls – when some begin to turn, all stand endangered. 

It begged my maturing mind to ask what kind of city could allow such a thing? Perhaps a city too distracted by its own success.

Who cared if Flet children were being stolen from the slums? Not the Heletians ruling Ossard. In the city of Merchant Princes, anyone with the power to help was too busy doing business. In truth, it would take the theft of one of their own before they'd even notice the problem. 

In many ways the city was as lost as its stolen children. And as the years passed and I began journeying through my teens, I felt lost too.

-
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As my seventeenth birthday neared, my days revolved around little else than my mother grooming me for marriage. I didn't know to whom. Nothing had been arranged, but whatever the future brought, a pairing would have more to do with influence and wealth than love. I didn't care much for the notion. 

The rude realisation that I’d soon have my own household and eventually children left me cold. I wasn’t ready for it. I could only hope for a kind man with a good heart, with whom my feelings might change and grow. 

In truth, I think my real fear was of becoming like my mother. 

Meanwhile, the abductions continued, three or four a season and always of children under twelve. It was a tragedy, but it meant that I was well and truly safe, and that meant that Sef was no longer required. 

We all seemed to come to that realisation at the same time, both Sef and I, and my parents. It left me numb. 

Surprisingly, Mother insisted on keeping him on. We were too used to having him around and wealthy enough to afford it. 

As it turned out, he was as relieved as me that he was being retained – if now on broader duties. I can still picture him standing in our sitting room, anxious, as my father gave him the news. It left him with a huge grin and trying to blink back tears. Seeing the big man so vulnerable made me giggle. He went a deep red at the sound, but then burst out laughing. Even my parents had joined in. 

I was so happy. We all were.

If we hadn’t offered the work, I think he would’ve returned to Fletland, but I knew he didn’t want to go. He was afraid of that place, haunted by memories of bloody battles he’d fought, and adventures that hadn’t always ended well.

Soon enough, he gave me another chance to giggle at him. This time it wasn’t because of held back tears, but my approaching coming-of-age. He began to get awkward around me, just like my father. It was very endearing.

-
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Mother spent her days teaching me the skills of a lady; etiquette; how to manage a household; and how to master various crafts. 

It was a bore. 

In the afternoons, she’d send me to my loft bedroom with stitching to complete or some other enthralling task. 

I’d often end up sitting at my window lost in the caress of the summer breeze. Once there, it’d not take long before I’d let my thoughts escape the monotony of my work to seek the freedom of lazy dreams. 

Being from amongst the wealthiest of Flet families, I was destined to marry a Heletian to help Father’s business bridge Ossard’s cultural divide. The thought frightened me. Unlike the blue-eyed and blonde Flets, the Heletians with their dark hair and eyes matched to olive skin seemed so different and stubbornly traditional. 

My mother sensed my apprehension, so she started adding a lotus-based concoction to my meals. It was reputed to induce thoughts of motherhood, love, and even lust. I didn’t notice any change, well, not at first...

Finally, and much to my mother’s relief, I began to look at the idea of a husband, my husband, with a fresh and hot-blooded heart. He became the focus of my dreams, shameful things, as my mother strengthened the dosage so that the fantasies crossed increasingly into the waking day from the sleeping night. 

It threatened to become an obsession.


I could see him, handsome and wealthy, but at the same time gentle and loving – a Heletian merchant prince. 

He would be my hero, standing alongside me through the travails of life, living for me as I did for him. Together, as best friends, partners, and lovers – nothing less than a true couple. We would be inseparable...  



Soon enough, bored with my mother’s lessons, the daydreams became an escape. More and more, when I wasn’t lost in a lotus inspired haze or taking lessons, I sought them out at my bedroom’s loft window, most especially at the end of the day. 

In contrast, in the waking morning, when the grip of the lotus ran at its weakest ebb, my head often grew heavy with pain. At such times I felt trapped by a destiny promising comfort, but no excitement, where I could see a lingering lifetime only to be mercifully ended by the hand of Death. 

Such bleak moods only fed my hunger for lotus.  


I dreamt of a sacred union, of two souls joined by all things honourable in a partnership heralded by angels. It would be so beautiful that even the gods would weep. In time, with the passing of many happy seasons, children and prosperity would strengthen our most important gift to each other – our love...



I knew it was just a fantasy, but I couldn’t get enough of it. 

I was being enslaved.

To my surprise, a respite surfaced in the strangest place; my sleep. 

It began a little over a week out from my coming-of-age. At first it was just an image, like a glimpse of a distant land. It wasn’t until after its first few visits that I realised how much I needed it – something to counter my growing dependence on the lotus. 

Every night this new dream came stronger and longer. It pushed aside stubborn scenes of handsome husbands, breathless kisses, and naked, sweat-covered shame. It ran like a vision, as if I flew free with the birds, seeing me glide high above a green and beautiful land. 

Without the passion and lust of the lotus dreams it might sound like a bore, but it stirred something deep within. It gave a sense of life, hope, and liberation: It was of freedom.

Within its sleeping caress, I dove down into steep mountain valleys and soared up by rugged, snow-dusted peaks. Eventually, that landscape gave way to a rock-lined sound where the sea spilled in. Behind that coast rolled green hills that grew in height and grandeur, and not much farther back, a shadowed canyon cradled in their midst. 

A sanctuary.

The canyon was warm, lush with life, and full of water’s song. Little streams trickled down tier after tier of the canyon’s moss-covered sides, falling lazily to its mist-shrouded and fern-forested bottom. 

But the lotus always fought to reassert itself...


And out from that mist-veiled fern forest stepped my naked husband, his olive skin glistening, while the curve of his muscles caught the overhead sun. With a cock of his eye and a strong hand, he beckoned me, demanding that I come and make love to him... 



Even my sanctuary could be violated. 

My mother kept increasing the dosage, determined that I fall for the first man presented to me. She knew I could be rebellious and feared my initial reluctance. She wanted me nice and agreeable. 

Amidst all this my headaches continued. At first I thought it was the lotus causing them, yet in the end I realised that the stronger doses actually worked to quell their pain. 


After our courting, when finally he came to propose, the question would be asked with flowers – red roses. 

I’d always said; the first man bold enough to give me such a gift of scandalously coloured blooms would be welcome to my hand, for surely anyone so daring would have already won my heart! 



Such daydreams were best had sitting at my bedroom window oblivious to the household and the crowded streets below. It was on one such afternoon that I found myself settled in and looking out at the maze of moss-covered rooftops, the whole vista still damp from a long morning of showers. 

The soft green ridges reminded me of the rolling hills of my dream sanctuary as the afternoon sun peeked between clouds to highlight them with passing shafts of gold. Beyond that living mosaic climbed the sides of the steep valley we lived in; the Cassaro, Ossard’s cradle, and whose exhausted silver mines had given the city life. 

The ancient range made the surrounding Northcountry difficult to farm. All about us, its granite pushed through the thin soil to loom rugged and stark. 

The Northcountry was a treeless place. 

The pine forests that had once veiled so many of its hills and mountain slopes had succumbed to a blight over a century past, and its few survivors long since been felled. The city’s symbol, its famed rose-tree, was also gone. Thickets of it had once lined the gullies and riverbanks along the valley-floor, but the same blight had also stolen it away.

Such a history saw the present slopes and valley-floor given over to pasture and crops, or where too boggy or steep, abandoned to herbal brush and a hardy oleander. The latter had spread without invitation many years ago, growing its long branches full of thin and poisonous leaves. The shrub’s one blessing came in its bright pink blooms, while pretty, they were also deadly. It was certainly no rose-tree.

But all that lay to the sides of my view and the inland depths behind, in the distance spread something else; the Northern Sea.

The port crowded the far side of the city. There, the sea’s deep blue drew a dark line between the mossed roofline of Ossard and the cloud-streaked sky above. In one place, partially hidden by a set of church towers, it glittered golden as it reflected the late afternoon sun. 

A soft breeze tugged at my blonde hair, soothing in its caress. The sun also worked to seduce me as it set my pale skin aglow with its warm and sweet kiss. And all of it combined to make me sleepy.

I'd come here to daydream and endure a headache that had struck me earlier in the day. Its lancing pain had faded, but a muffled buzzing in my ears warned that it hadn’t finished with me yet. The aches had haunted me for weeks now, at first soft and barely noticed in the morning, but recently they’d worsened to grow rough and breathtaking. My mother had been concerned at the news, overly so, but she’d always been prone to fretting.

I closed my eyes to let the sun comfort me.

A mistake.

With the distraction of my vision gone, I became aware of just how wrong things felt.

The buzz in my head gained clarity as it cleared into a chorus of whispered voices. I couldn't make sense of them, there were too many. 

Was I imagining them? 

While I couldn’t understand them, the longer I listened the more certain I became. Soft and busy, like the hum of a distant crowd, it came from nowhere, yet everywhere. 

What was happening to me?

And then, as if that question was the key to unlocking a door, images flashed through my mind in glaring white and blinding blue, all against a void of the deepest black. They were of flames, leaping sparks and billowing smoke, and at the heart of it loomed a forest of stakes with people bound to them. Those poor souls struggled against their bonds and screamed, but the inferno feasted on them nonetheless. In a stark moment of horror, I realised that the elementals fuelling it planned on doing so for eternity. 

I was watching a witch burning, something from the past that the poor souls had been unable to escape even in death. It was of Ossard’s riots, or more correctly, of the incident that had triggered them; The Burnings. 

The vision left me shaken, but also different. 

The tang of blood came to my tongue – my own!

Why was I bleeding?

The voices declared, “Magic!”

What? 

They chorused again, “The coming of magic!”

No, not for me!

And my breath caught as I shivered.

I didn’t want it, not to be burdened by the Witches' Kiss! 

And then my headache subsided, the pressure binding it suddenly released. 

My mind cleared only for it to succumb to a new sensation, it eerie, like a flow of iced water cascading into my core. Its brutal chill came as such a shock that I cried out as my eyes sprang open. 

And the vista before me held such clarity it was as if every other time I’d looked out of my window it had only been for a glance. 

Now I could see everything.

Everything! 

Across the city, wherever I looked, I could see people walking, talking, working, loving, and so much more. It was as if I stood out there with every one of them. I discovered, to a degree, I could even sample their feelings and thoughts. 

I turned in wonder from the city to watch the chores of a lone fishing boat crew far out in the sound. I took all of it in effortlessly and in beguiling detail, as three men cleared their nets while seven seagulls circled above them.

I could see everything! 

That’s when I noticed the sparks.

They rained down past my window to flare with an intensity that hurt to watch. It left me in no doubt, I wasn't supposed to see them, no one was; they were black. 

Only one kind of spark could hold such a hue. I knew that from Sef’s tales; they were of the celestial. 

Magic!

The sparks stretched off in a narrow trail as they headed across the street towards Newbank’s slums. I leaned forward in my chair, mesmerised. About me, the air grew cool and expectant.

It was magic, but not of me.

Someone else was casting.

The wind sounded, it heavy with the whipping of cloth. A moment later, a tall and ragged form with arms outstretched glided past. The robed caster followed the extending trail of sparks, their brilliance fading with his passage.

I supposed him to be a forbidden cultist or perhaps an outlawed mage. 

The dark figure coasted on until he began descending towards a faraway alley lined with rundown tenements. Several balconies jutted out from those grimy three level buildings, all but one of them empty.

A boy with only a few years behind him and a crop of messy red hair stood there looking up. Surprisingly, the child could see him, but even at his tender age he sensed something was wrong. 

I watched with growing fear. 

The alleyway grew dark with the cultist's arrival, the light sapped away by some damning spell. The figure wore a hood, but I could tell by the strong jaw and a solid frame that it was a man, probably Heletian. 

He landed. 

This was no persecuted cabalist, a scholar of magic, instead it was a man who’d sold his soul to the diabolical, seeking favour in return. 

Without a word, he offered his hand.

I held my breath.

The child looked up to the cultist, and then reached out to take it. 

My vision, so strangely clear, marked the boy in the spoiled colours of death. I knew his fate, as though I’d be there when his blood was drained.

Under the weight of that feeling, the paralysing fear that had taken me finally released its grip. I stood and screamed, “Get away from him!”

The cultist’s head snapped about, even though he was surely too distant to hear. His eyes sparkled coldly. He wasn’t afraid, not of a Flet girl standing at a window too many streets away. 

As if entranced, the child took his hand. 

The cultist grinned.

It set me to tears. 

The cultist and boy began to drift up, the two hand-in-hand. They followed a rising path of flaring sparks that trailed off towards the heart of the city. 

I heard a scream and looked back to the balcony. The boy's mother, oblivious to her son above, looked to the street below. 

With a thick voice, I yelled, “He’s above you! He’s taking him!” but she couldn’t hear me. I was just too far away. 

She rushed for the stairs.

My excellent vision faded, returning to the mundane. Sobbing, I dropped my tear soaked face into my hands. 

Caught in my own grief, I didn't hear the hurried footfalls on the stairs leading to my room. The door burst open behind me. My mother charged in, Sef, of course, was right behind her. They’d heard my yelling. 

She ran to me looking for any sign of what was wrong. Finally, as only a mother can, she took me into her arms. 

Grateful, I took my hands away from my face. 

Her supportive sounds died as her eyes filled with horror.

Behind her, Sef took a step back in surprise. 

What was wrong? 

She reached for my cheeks with hesitant hands. “Oh Juvela!” With trembling fingers she wiped at my tears – they came away bloodied. She whispered, “Just like your grandmother!”

And that is how it began.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

[image: ]




-

The Mint Ladies

-

[image: ]


I tried to forget the dark happenings of the previous week by losing myself in the preparations for my coming-of-age. 

It didn't work. 

Nothing relieved the sense of guilt that haunted me. I just kept seeing that poor boy’s innocent but deathly face.

I'd witnessed one of the child thefts, and the true nature of the crime; its link to magic was as much a problem as the abduction itself. Simply, I'd seen something I should've been blind to. To report it would incriminate myself. 

The Inquisition might be forbidden to enter Ossard, but the Church could easily arrange my arrest and send me to them. I had to be careful. Such an arrest and consequent journey to the Holy City of Baimiopia wouldn’t end well, particularly for a young woman, and even more so for a lonely Flet. 

Mother demanded that I say nothing – and damn the stolen boy! 

As a reward for my grudging agreement, she finally offered to explain something else; my bloody tears were a sign of my own awakening. She then made me vow never to speak of it again. 

It was a vow I couldn’t keep. 

Two days later, I asked her about what she'd said regarding my grandmother. She snapped at me and reminded me of my vow. Her anger came fiery and quick, but it wasn’t built of fury, instead it was founded on terror. 

I am not and never have been stupid, even for a girl forced to suffer an education of little more than grooming, appropriate conversation, and how to smile without showing too much red lip or teeth. I suspected that my long-dead grandmother had also held an affinity for the forbidden arts, but confirming that wasn’t going to be easy. Certainly, it was something that would take time, and that meant it would have to wait until after my traditional outing for my coming-of-age. 

-
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Ossard crowded at the Cassaro River’s mouth, the river’s waters passing through the city after snaking along the valley that stretched out to the east. Its chill flow ran for days through the rugged Northcountry, marked on its way by rapids, waterfalls, and a wild and icy source up amongst the interior’s snow-capped peaks. 

Those mountains rose up not just inland, but all about the Northcountry. They were dotted with exhausted silver mines – the same mines that had long ago fuelled the city's growth. Today, they hosted the miners’ graves, along with gangs of bandits, and a thick spread of impoverished farming hamlets. 

Once the Northcountry had built Ossard, now it fed it. 

And just as the land had once brought riches to the city, now the sea likewise delivered. Its deep grey waters, Ossard's lifeline, brought food, trade, and on occasion even refugees.

The Flets, my people...

My family and I are descendants of refugees, from the thousands upon thousands who fled a war waged against our people by the Lae Velsanans two centuries before. Those dark days, Def Turtung, The Killing, lay behind our people, but far from forgotten. 

We Flets are proud survivors of such catastrophe. In truth, if such calamities were omitted from our history little else would remain.

Today, the Flets of Ossard met passing Lae Velsanans with animosity and distrust, but preferably not at all. In such a climate, violence between our two peoples wasn’t unknown. 

Myself, I'd never seen any blood spilt in the feud, but for that matter I'd never even seen a Lae Velsanan in the flesh. I’d been told that they looked like us, but stood taller, leaner, and, it was grudgingly admitted, finer. I found it hard to picture such beings as Flet-hating beasts. 

Since arriving in Ossard, our family's bloodline had mixed on occasion with our more numerous Heletian hosts, but our roots remained obvious – as they did for one third of the city. My family, with its blonde and blue-eyed Flet heritage, had never been able to climb above the rank of a relatively successful mercantile family, even with a good portion of luck. As I grew older, I realised that my birth had marked the end of that good fortune. 

My mother had suffered a terrible labour delivering me, something that had threatened her life, savaged her health, and brought bloody ruin to her womb. My parents needed sons, not a solitary daughter. Even before I’d taken my first breath I’d failed them. 

Despite the disappointment of having only one child, and a daughter at that, our household was still full of love. 

Our family stood as one of the most successful within the Flet community, we had not only wealth, but also respect – being generous benefactors to the Flet Guild. Due to our family's well-known civic nature, we even shared some goodwill from the Heletians, but in the end, to them at least, we were still Flets.  

Growing up in a place where one's people are victimised can be a cruel experience, but also builds character. As my coming of age approached, and with the lotus warming me to the idea, I became determined to catch a man's eye that would help my parents. Simply, I had to marry a Heletian, specifically the son of a powerful family or a wealthy widower. 

In Ossard, coming of age happened on a young man or woman's seventeenth birthday – a year late compared to most Heletian League states. As with so many things, Ossard was slightly out of step with the rest of the League, partly due to its Flets, but also because of its isolation. Regardless, when the day came I was ready.

At seventeen I stood slightly above average height with long arms and legs, all of it topped by blue eyes and wavy blonde hair. It was often said I had been blessed with the attractive looks of my mother. 

Politeness is double-edged.

It’s true that my skin lay smooth and unblemished, but it’s also true that my face hung only neat and plain on an unremarkable frame. At the time I hoped it would grow into something worthy of the compliments. It never did. 

It was the day of my first outing, an Ossard tradition at a young lady's coming of age. In essence, I would be dressed up, reminded of my manners, and then put on show with a chaperone. An outing's new lady was referred to as a Mint Lady, meaning fresh. 

Wearing a new dress gifted to me by my proud parents, I was to be escorted out by a young group led by a distant cousin. On that sunny afternoon, my father and beaming mother saw our two open-topped coaches off at the door with Sef.

My father had arranged for us to go to a fine establishment that overlooked the sea north of the main port. The venue, Rosa Sorrenta's, was the place for the young of the Heletian upper ranks to be seen. In all, it was an outing someone such as myself should aspire to, but never too seriously expect to achieve. That I was going at all was a gift in itself.

We were all dressed in finery; in the lead coach my cousin and his new wife, and another relation with his betrothed. Also accompanying us were two family friends, both Flet Mint Ladies in their own rights. We three mints sat in the final coach. 

I was so dosed up on lotus – courtesy of my anxious mother – that I kept forgetting my companions’ names. Lost in that haze, I just knew that my objective was to find a husband, and looking at the competition, I felt that I wouldn’t be hindered despite being so plain. Forgive my unkind honesty, but one sat as burdened as a heifer, while the other had the face of a horse – an old horse fed on lemons. We spoke little, those nameless girls and I, but we all knew the truth of the day. Following the coach of our chaperones, the three of us sat studying each other and exchanging the most cordial of pleasantries, Horseface, Heifer, and me – Plainface. 

The three of us wore similar dresses in the fashion of the time. They were all substantial, well covering, of rich fabric, and showed off a little of the curve of the hip and bosom – a taste if you like. White lace showed through in places as a symbol of our purity, but lay amidst the strong colour of the main body of each dress; mine a deep blue, Heifer's an emerald green, and Horseface's a brave violet that verged on burgundy. No one wore red; that would have sent out a whole new round of messages, none that our families were ready to associate with.

The main streets of Ossard were cobbled, seeing our meandering ride towards the northern district in the late summer sun as one of lazy pleasure. Before long we were earning glances from men alongside the road, all flattering and good-natured. Our duties of maintaining fixed, polite, but disinterested smiles in response to their looks and whistles became a challenge in itself. The longer it lasted, the more we gave in to quiet giggles as the iciness between us melted. 

During our progress through Ossard’s streets another challenge brought itself to my attention; my undergarments were too tight. Some of the lacings felt as though they were cutting into me, a thing made worse by the constant rocking of the coach. I began rehearsing the conversation in my mind, the one that saw my mother scolding me for bleeding inside my dress. My reply would be that she shouldn't have laced me up quite so strictly just to hide one of my more popular attributes with the gents, my breasts. 

The streets flew by, the buildings changing in nature from the stout stone buildings of the market quarter, all signed and well kept, to the less affluent districts that would never be as successful as those on the high ground and main streets. Here the buildings were predominantly wood, some little more than daub-and-cane. 

Horseface spoke, dragging me from my whimsy, “There was another kidnapping last night.”

I paled. 

Heifer asked, “Where?”

Horseface indicated a passing alley. “This district, another boy stolen from his bed.” 

Looking down the shadowed lane, a place lined with litter, occasional stalls, and a steady flow of residents, it seemed so unlikely. I asked, “Another Flet?”

“Of course,” she said with exasperation. 

My father had said that the crowded slums, the most poorly governed districts of the city, were simply the logical place for such diabolical crimes. They were also home to the bulk of the Flet population, not just in Newbank, but also to a lesser degree in the low-lying districts on the Cassaro’s other side. It was just a matter of circumstance. Regardless, we all knew it would take the theft of a Heletian child before the city’s authorities took action.

In a fading voice, Heifer said, “My nephew disappeared a week ago.”

Had he been the redheaded boy?

Horseface and I didn't know what to say. Her words left me numb, but nonetheless I found myself reaching across to pat her knee. “The Guild’s looking to help, my father’s talked to Heinz Kurgar, its head.”

Heifer nodded as she fought to hold onto her composure.

Horseface thankfully changed the subject, putting on a mischievous grin, “Look, we're in the port!” 

She was right, and we were all glad of it. 

We passed along the edge of the district, one side of the road spreading as a seemingly endless row of warehouses, while the other lay thick with taverns, hostels, and brothels. We were supposed to be ignorant of the latter so we tried not to stare, but still took our time to look them over. 

The amount of attention we gained from the stevedores, sailors, and other big men who worked the port thrilled us. From the small crowds outside taverns, to men walking the streets. None of them were shy or polite, and few of them settled for just a smile or a wink. They were free with suggestions, both in voice and action, and bold enough to see us blush while they cheered. 

In front of a bar, to the roar of a crowd, one burly but drunk Flet stevedore pulled down his britches to let his proud manhood out. 

I should have been mortified, instead I could barely contain myself. 

I’d had far too much lotus!

We left that seedy place, heading up a rise to the northern district of the city. The quarter was built upon a small hillock that rose from the valley-side to loom over the port, it holding the homes of Ossard’s elite. I looked upon the ornate facades of the exclusive homes we began to pass, many with manicured gardens, walls, and even guards. With few exceptions, the district held an exclusively Heletian population. 

Fate would allow a few maidens of Flet-blood to be married to the district's eligible sons, but less than a handful every year. My plain looks could jeopardise my greatest hope. For a moment I considered my travelling companions; if I doubted my chances, what hope could they have? 

For all of us, I slipped into nervous misery. 

We passed by Ossard's second cathedral, Saint Baimio's, its two spires dominating the skyline of the quarter, and from the hilltop the city below. As with all the spiritual places within Ossard, it lay as part of the Church of Baimiopia, the only legal faith in the lands of the Heletian League. The stone building, vaulting and carved, stood exclusively for the wealthy locals, stopping them from having to mix with the commoners in Ossard's first cathedral and lesser churches. 

While the city stood united in faith, it knelt divided in prayer.
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