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Chapter 1 The White Clothed Men

In a fancy, highly adorned stone castle, near the edge of a desert, men in the white clothed robes sat around a large rectangular wooden table to discuss the main topic of their day. It was a topic of the utmost importance since it concerned their very livelihood. Their religion was threatened by people of the old order and this was something that they had to stop, if possible. They never doubted for a minute that they could and would succeed. They felt that God was on their side.

The main threat to their religion were known as witches. These beings were exactly what these white clothed men feared the most and most wanted to get rid of. What exactly did they think of witches?

Their leader, Lord Plaesance, addressed the group on this very subject. “Gentlemen, it has come to my attention that there are still witches around and they must be eliminated as soon as possible.”

Everyone else around the table uttered their agreement on the subject.

Their leader continued. “Of course we need to be in total and complete agreement as to what a witch is.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” the other men murmured.

“You’re absolutely correct. Those women are so appalling,” one man spoke up.

“Yes, they are,” continued their leader. “Those women are also very sexual. Women, we know, have no sexuality whatsoever. They only exist for our enjoyment.”

“That’s right. We can have as many wives or mistresses as we want and there’s nothing they can say about it because they don’t feel the same way about sex that we men do. They are definitely without any sexual feelings whatsoever,” interrupted John Daren who had seven wives and eight mistresses in different locations around the countryside.

The leader went on, “Witches also have the ability to make any of us impotent.”

“And they should be hanged for that! How dare they do such a thing! They have no right to take away our sexual power over them,” the man with many wives and mistresses said passionately.

“Yes, they should be hanged,” said their leader calmly. “Witches also ride broomsticks and have sex with the devil on their black sabbath nights.”

Gasps were heard around the table. “That’s sick. They shouldn’t even be associating with him. He’s pure evil.” Several men said excitedly.

“Yes, the devil is pure evil and by association, witches are also pure evil. None of them should be allowed to live.” He paused as the other men nodded their heads in agreement. “Witches also associate with animals. They honor the moon over the sun. And they use animals and goblins whenever they cast spells.”

The men around the table murmured more agreement.

Their leader continued. “We also know that women are very dumb. Their intellect is well below the average man’s.”

“Yes, yes, that’s as it should be. God gave us the brains to rule over women.”

“One other thing,” their leader continued. “Women aren’t not supposed to complain about our rule— they should simply accept it and go along with it. They have no right be angry about anything we do because of our God given right to rule over them. Witches, of course, do complain about our rule over them. They find ways to protest.”

“How true, how true,” the other men murmured.

Their leader went on. “Since we are all in agreement, then we must start by scouring the countryside in search of witches and bring them all to trial. We can start by dividing up and going on individual searches and condemn all that we find.”

“Yes, and I know one we can start with,” said the man with many wives.

“Do you now?” answered the leader. “Who is she?”

“She is the daughter of Count Philosophie.”

Their leader gasped as did many other white clothed men around the table. He recovered himself in time to respond, “The young and beautiful Nathalie? You don’t mean her, do you? I mean we know the Count’s son is very much a little hellion, but not Nathalie. Not quiet, sweet beautiful Nathalie.”

“Yes, it is she. Despite her beauty, she is very disobedient. She has a strong will, which is most uncommon and very distressing to see in a young woman. She also speaks and writes intelligently. That is even worse. She’s far too educated for her station in life.”

The leader interrupted him. “Count Philosophie believes his daughter is entitled to an education as much as his own son. One must be careful. The Count has some power that we don’t have. The evidence you have presented is not enough to bring her to trial.”

“But, she is terribly loose.”

“Loose?”

“Yes, she flirts real easily and I suspect that she actually has sex for fun and enjoys it. She must be stopped.”

“Now that’s something. Continue.”

“I think she stays up at night to look at the moon and hang out with cats!”

The white clothed men gasped. Their leader responded, “Of course this is more serious than I thought. This woman must be stopped before she hurts us and our order.”

“I thought you’d see it my way eventually.” He paused. “Well, how should we go about bringing her to trial?”

Count Philosophie was teaching his daughter, Nathalie, how to fight with a sword in the main hall right in front of the Count’s chair. Most peculiar thing for a woman to learn, but the Count was very peculiar in his child-rearing techniques in regard to his daughter.

“Now, Nathalie, you are doing real well.” The Count paused. “Remember it’s one, two, three, and there you go. Keep it up. You will definitely make a good swordswoman someday.” He showed his young daughter how to lunge, strike, and defend herself.

“You really think so, Papa? Do you think I’ll be as good as Claude?”

“You already are. Keep practicing lest you forget how to fight.” The Count replaced his sword in its scabbard that was hanging off of his belt.

Nathalie plopped herself down on the floor near her father’s chair. Then she set down the blade, next to herself on the floor near her father’s chair. She was lost in thought when her brother, Claude, rushed by both of them. He looked more like a blur as he shouted nonsense. Shortly after he had vacated the room, the Countess was chasing breathlessly behind him, calling after him. Soon both Claude and the Countess were in the garden.

Nathalie looked up to her father. “Papa, do you think Claude will ever settle down? He seems to get into so much trouble all the time.”

“He may yet settle down, but perhaps he will have to fall hard first.”

“Papa, what’s to become of me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the other day, Mama was telling me that it’s time for me to get married.” She paused at the recollection. “But, I don’t want to get married. I want to learn so much and I doubt I will have much time once I’m married.”

Count Philosophie mused on this. “Well, if you don’t want to get married now, then perhaps you should wait a few more years.” He paused. “I bet your Mama had a particular nobleman in mind. I know there was a clergyman here a few weeks ago that asked me for you hand in marriage.”

Nathalie gasped. “What did you tell him?”

“You mother told him absolutely not. I had to agree considering that you haven’t shown much interest in him.”

“Who was it?”

“Let me see. His name was…” He rubbed his beard. “Oh, yes that’s it.” He snapped his fingers. “It was John Daren.”

Nathalie jumped up. “That man has seven wives and eight mistresses already! I couldn’t stand to be married to him!” She paced around the great hall between the tables and the Count’s chair. “He’s so arrogant and stupid! He was so disrespectful to me! He thinks he can treat women however he wants and it’s okay! It’s as if he thinks we have no feelings or thoughts! Uhhhhh!”

The Count smiled at his daughter. “I’m glad I didn’t give him your hand.”

At the castle of the Silvery Mists, Jazmin was breathing hard in the infirmary. Darius was encouraging her and breathing with her. He had to give her massages from time to time. Still, she screamed at other times. Bernard, Merlaen, and Hugo all stood by to make sure the birth was progressing normally.

It was, but Jazmin wasn’t comfortable even with Darius massaging her. It was a long day for everyone, but finally a boy came out and screamed louder than anyone else in the building. Merlaen handed the boy to Jazmin, who accepted him.

“Do you still want to kill me, Jaz?”

“Yes, Darius, but someone needs me before I can take care of you.”

Darius tried to smile. He sighed and did what he could to make her and their baby comfortable. Hugo wasted no time in cleaning up.

Merlaen smiled. “Jazmin, we have the breast pump here and some bottles. You may start using that as soon as you want to.

“Good. How soon can I get back to work?”

“I’d recommend resting up for a couple of days. We want to make sure you feel okay and nothing is out of balance.” Merlaen showed Jazmin the breast pump and the bottles.

“Okay, fair enough. I am exhausted, but I think someone needs to eat before I can go to sleep.” Jazmin let her son drink from her nipple. She figured she’d used the pump later after she slept for a while.

Bernard smiled. “So, what’s his name going to be?”

“Well, I think we agreed on calling a boy, Raeford, unless she has changed her mind.” Darius looked at Jazmin.

“No, Raeford is fine.” Jazmin smiled at her son.

“Alright, Raeford is his name.”

Adelaen walked out of her quarters and yawned. “Is it over? Oh, yes, there’s the baby.”

“I’m ready to kill Darius after I sleep.”

Adelaen laughed. “I bet. I’m ready to have mine.”

Bernard looked to his wife. “Dear, how are you today? I hope it wasn’t too noisy out here for you.”

“No, the stone helps block out the sound. I slept fine, but I’m incredibility hungry.”

“I’ll call for food, Lady Adelaen.” Hugo pulled out his communicator and contacted the domestic staff.

Food arrived shortly and Adelaen ate quite a bit that was offered. Bernard hovered over her to make sure she was fine.

“Hugo, what’s your husband up to now? It must be something big.”

Hugo smiled. “Oh, he, his crew, and the merfolks are planning on building a city out of the sea.”

Adelaen raised her eyebrows. “A city out of the sea?”

“Yes, the merfolks will live in the sea at the bottom level and they will swim through some of the canals. They are negotiating which canals will be for merfolks only and which ones will be for boats.”

“Wow, that sounds great. So from the city they will see our castle?”

“As long as the mists aren’t hiding it.”

Adelaen nodded and continued to eat.

Bernard finished eating. “That is a big project. No wonder Greg is so distracted these days.”

Hugo beamed. “Yes, it’s all I can do to get some attention when it’s bedtime.”

Bernard smiled. “I’m sure it will be fine.”

Hugo continued to smile and cleaned up the office.

Bernard went to check on his other patients. Raeford went to sleep in a crib in the infirmary. The crib was placed next to Jazmin’s bed. She had just finished eating and laid down. Soon she was asleep.

Raelon was swimming around the area which would become canals. She and other merfolks were checking the depth of the canals and how easily the merfolks could swim through them. They recorded the results and observations. She couldn’t help to smile. It was a fun assignment. She could almost see the city from the lower level and watch it grow above the sea.

Still, she wondered who would live in the city everyone was jokingly calling, Elsewhere. She could see the other Guardians walking around the city and crossing its bridges or rowing boats in the canals. To her, it seemed to be an eternal city. She wasn’t sure how she could know any of that, when all she had seen were just sketches.

She shook her head and went back to observations. Then she remembered that she would get a chance to meet and talk with a centaur up close. The centaur was still a child, but one that was very curious. The other centaurs did not discourage her from becoming a Guardian or from traveling around Platinum on her own. Other Guardians helped to keep her safe.

Raelon smiled at the thought. She had heard centaurs were long lived, and this child was curious and precocious. Raelon hoped the centaur would show up soon. It helped the mermaid to finish up her work in the canals and report to the Guardians.

“Ah, Raelon, our best and youngest scientist. How do you find the work so far? Do you like working with the Guardians who live out of the sea?”

Raelon smiled. “Yes, I enjoy my work. I just finished my observations and measurements of the canals. I was about to submit the results. I think they are fascinating. I was hoping to meet the child centaur that is supposed to be coming here.”

“Oh? That can be arranged. She did express an interest in learning about us merfolks. I’ll will put in a word for you that you want that assignment.”

“Thank you, your highness. I was hoping you didn’t regret joining the Guardians. We have so much to learn from them as they have to learn from us.”

The merking nodded. “I think you’re right. Sometimes I just need a reminder. I don’t want to hinder you scientists, especially when you’re so happy to do your work.”

“I would hope that we can help to make life easier for the other merfolks as well.”

“You do. Sometimes we just don’t always see it.”   


Chapter 2 The Arena

The day was cloudy as usual. Trees without leaves surrounded the oval arena. Dead flowers lined the walkway leading to the entrance. Made up of gray marble, the arena could hold a thousand spectators including the whole royal family and their servants. The family had their special box in the middle of the northeastern part of the arena.

The masses gathered in the arena to see a witch get consumed by hungry lions. The witch, with long dark hair and big bones, sat, chained to a bench, just inside the arena, where the spectators would not see her, but she where could see into the arena. The prince had just passed a law stating that if she would survive, then she could live in the castle with the royal family. Her chances of survival were rather bleak. The lions had not eaten in a few days.

“Madam Sorceress, it is time.” A servant walked over to her to release her chains. The spectators roared as the witch was led into the open. The king stood up to motion everyone into silence. The servant walked back out the same way he had come in and locked the gate. The witch, known as Natali Nu, stood alone in the arena with a hundred people staring at her and cursing her. She raised her head up to see the royal family when her eye caught Prince Nathan. She remembered when she had first met him…

She had walked down her family’s garden path almost every day of her life. The sun hid from her side of the world, which made her feel gloomy as usual. The garden was filled with trees lining the pathways and there were flowers all around. Even patches of grass filled in where there weren’t any trees or flowers or the big hedge maze right in the center of the whole garden. Often there were birds, whenever there wasn’t a storm, who would chirp and sing to one another.

Nathalie had always felt that she had never belonged to this world. She had thought she would just keep her mouth shut and play along until the day she would be able to break free. Suddenly she had stopped in her little reverie when she saw a young man standing next to the map of the hedge maze. She could tell from his eyes that he was to become important in her life, but at that time, she did not realize in what way.

Nathalie had moved her arms behind her. Her right hand had latched on to her left wrist. “Good day, sir. Are you having trouble with the map?”

He had turned to look at the lovely young lady. “Oh, hi. I was just wondering if I would remember the layout once I’m inside or if I will need to call for help. Count Philosophie challenged me to enter the hedge maze and be out before the dinner feast.”

“Oh, that sounds like him. My father, the Count, is quite a joker. Don’t worry if you get lost— he’ll send someone after you when you don’t return within a few hours.”

“Your father is Count Philosophie?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, then you must be the Lady Nathalie that I’ve heard so much about. The Countess went on and on about you.”

“Yes, well, she will do that sometimes. Who are you?”

“I’m Prince Nathan.”

“Oh, well, no wonder she told you about me.” Nathalie had shaken her head. “That woman is trying to marry me off as fast as she can to some nobleman. Don’t worry about her. I know I don’t— she has enough servants to order around and my brother to chase around the castle.”

“Wow, and I thought life at my castle was pretty bad. So does the Count teach you how to sword fight?”

“Yes, he does and I like it very much.”

They had smiled at each other and then Prince Nathan had said goodbye and had walked into the maze, leaving Nathalie standing beside herself watching him go. Her heart had beaten fast and her face had felt warm and flushed, but she had said nothing as he disappeared further into the maze. Eventually, she had sighed and had turned away from the maze to see the head cook, a kindly crone, watching her. Neither spoke and the young girl had released her wrist and had spirited away to another part of the garden to visit her feline friends.

It hadn’t taken her long to find her little furry friends. Some had been sprawled out on the path in front of her. Some had been rolled over the path, exposing their underbellies and meowing at her. Some had even been hiding in the brushes and staring her. Then they had come, greeted her, and stayed with her. Nathalie had plopped herself down in the middle of the path near the cats. A few immediately had waltzed up to her and had rubbed their heads against her legs.

“Hello, darlings. You won’t believe what just happened to me!”

“Meow, meooow!” The cats had continued to rub against her as she petted them.

“I just met the Prince and he’s sooooo cute!”

“Meoooow!”

“Well, I don’t know. I guess he’s okay, but I still love all of you!” She kissed each cat on top of their heads. She sighed and whispered, “Prince Nathan Black.”

“I always feel very happy and satisfied after we rid the world of a witch. I just hope we can continue God’s great work as we are destined to do,” Lord Plaesance spoke with a glint of fire in his eyes and a twisted smile on his face.

“Yes, one less menace that won’t be able to overthrow the True Religion. We must protect ourselves from any and all threats.”

“Yes, and we will. We will.” Lord Plaesance watched the servants scurry about, but he didn’t really see them. “God is on own side.” His maniacal laugh was quiet.

“Is it me or is it getting harder to get them to cooperate with us? It’s as if they are trying harder to stop us.”

“Oh, yes that they are. But I like the challenges.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, the more ways we can devise to analyze and dissect them, the more enjoyment I get from it. They all deserve these fates. God tells me how to test them and how I will know when I’m correct. I haven’t even made one mistake yet.”

“That’s good to hear.” He paused a moment to see what the servants were doing. “If you don’t mind, I would like to take my leave and go make my rounds around the countryside.”

“That’s fine. I think you have earned a rest. I doubt we will need you soon. So go enjoy yourself.”

Daren nodded, turned, and left without another word or glance.

Adelaen and Bernard were in their quarters taking care of their little daughter, Craelin. Adelaen, although tired, was relieved to finally have the baby out.

“Any news while I’ve been recovering?”

“Well, there are rumors that Lord Pleasance has created the white clothed men who are going around condemning women as witches.”

She hissed.

“We have sent some scouts to check out the rumors. I hope it’s not true, but I know him too well. It sounds exactly like something he would do.”

“So, punish any woman who won’t have sex with him?”

“Yeah, probably.”

She muttered some colorful metaphors.

Bernard smiled. “Dear, not in front of our daughter. You’ll hurt her ears.”

Adelaen laughed. “Alright, any more news about plans for the City of Elsewhere?”

“Oh, yes plenty. The merfolks have completed their observations and now we know which canals to leave to them solely and which ones should be safe for boats.”

“So, when does the actual building begin?”

“Soon from what I hear.”

“Poor Hugo!”

“Yes, poor Hugo. I’m sure they’ll be fine though. I have recommended playtime for Greg.”

She laughed. “I’m sure Hugo will make sure Greg gets playtime.”

Bernard laughed. “We may have to move into the city after it’s built.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, we are getting more healers, but someone needs to be a healer in the city as well as the castle.”

She nodded. She held out Craelin to him. He took the baby and cuddled her.

“Let me know when. I know Darius will want some guards in the city as well.”

“He did mention that at the last meeting.”

Greg couldn’t sleep. Hugo was lying sound asleep next to him. Greg sighed. All he was able to think about lately was a city which was in the planning stages. But he could see the completed city in his head. He tried to take Bernard’s advice and have some playtime, but it was no use.

Greg couldn’t stop thinking about Elsewhere. He even dreamed about it when he went to sleep. He drew up as many pictures of what he saw in his head. Many people were amazed whenever they saw the pictures. It was a city unlike any other. It would be built on the seabed and built upwards from there. Several little islands would be connected via foot bridges.
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