
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Eminence

Nadine C. Keels

Copyright 2012 by Nadine C. Keels

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without the express written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in book reviews.

~

[image: ]


Cover Design:

Nadine C. Keels

~*~

[image: ]


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to events or locales, is not intended.

~

[image: ]


Find Nadine online at:

www.prismaticprospects.wordpress.com

~*~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter One


[image: ]




~*~

[image: ]


“We have won! We have won!”

Ahnna’s ears prickled as soon as the faint sound of vibrant shouts outside reached her hearing. Her head flew up from its bent position over a steaming washtub full of clothing, wisps of wavy hair that had loosened from her chignon sticking to her damp neck. Her mother, Delmi, looked up the second that she did, the two women staring wide-eyed at each other before Ahnna dropped the soaking garment she had been scrubbing and bolted out of the laundering room, the resulting hot splash of water missing the skirt of her thin, dark purple day robe and splattering onto the wooden floor. Delmi left her tub as well, following her daughter through their large village farmhouse and out of the front door, Delmi stopping on the porch while Ahnna lifted her skirts to run down the stone walk, through the gate, and into the street.

Sure enough, others from nearby houses were being drawn to the street as the shouts became more pronounced. Ahnna looked toward the late afternoon sunlight pouring over the crest of a hill to the west as a band of hollering boys in blue uniforms came streaming down the hill, some of them waving sticks madly through the air. “We have won!”

As the messenger boys approached, most of them being adolescent pupils of Ahnna’s, she fleetingly thought that she hadn’t seen them so animated since the announcement earlier in the year that community classes had been postponed in anticipation of a colonial crisis. Ahnna dashed down the road to take one of the boys by the shoulders, not even thinking to dodge his wagging stick, unknowingly escaping a potential blow. She had no chance to ask the boy anything before he exulted in her face, “Magistra! The battle at Mtihani is over! The enemy will have to surrender. We have won our independence!”

The boy jumped up to stamp an impulsive kiss on his schoolmistress’s cheek before he carried on and away with his young, triumphant compatriots. The street was teeming with neighbors by this time, the usual tasks of the day put on pause as an astounded clamor arose that did not immediately strike Ahnna’s hearing as celebratory. In truth, the clamor and commotion barely struck her at all as she stood in the middle of the road, unseeingly looking after the departing band of boys. “Our independence,” she whispered to no one.

Over the past three years, she’d been eating the revolution. She’d been drinking the revolution. She’d been sleeping and dreaming the revolution. And she knew she was by no means the only one in the country who’d been doing so. Could this merciless, bloody ordeal finally be finished?

Ahnna walked slowly back toward her house, stopping at the gate in a daze. It wasn’t until she looked over to again meet the now shining eyes of her mother, who hadn’t left the porch, that she realized the noise of their surrounding neighbors was that of rejoicing.

Independence.

Ahnna’s eyes could not help but to contract the infectious shine of Delmi’s, but both women knew there wasn’t much time to engage in festivity. The close proximity of their village to the various zones of combat, once toward the north but now toward the west, not only meant that they were commonly the first to receive news on the war, but it also meant that the village would shortly be met with the urgent pounding of horses’ hooves and the rumbling of wagons’ wheels as another influx of wounded warriors would be brought into the area. The swarm of men would need direct attention in houses here before they could be sent on to their own villages. Daichi, Ahnna’s father, would soon be returning for the day as well, as he would have left his watch near the battlefield when the fighting ended. Everyone here would have to prepare.

Albeit the preparations, while there was still much to be looked after following combat, would bear something different now: an added sense of burgeoning relief that they had at least seen through this to an end. Sometimes an ending, whether that of loss or victory or a mixture of both, was an unassuming reward all by itself.

The house of Daichi relapsed into the state of “half-home, half-infirmary” that it had often been in during those three years, while the fighting had leapt back and forth against the edges of the region. Ahnna was not unfamiliar with tending to farmhands, when they would come in from Daichi’s fields with minor injuries from working, but prior to the revolution, she had never been exposed to the kind of harm that warfare could inflict upon a human body. She loathed to imagine what the soldiers themselves must have been obligated to see out there. She declined from asking her father to give specific details about what he would witness while he was out on lowland battlefield watch, as he was one of the prophets appointed to be on hand in support of the commandants on duty. Ahnna did notice, however, that her father’s long, peppery hair grew increasingly gray in hardly any time, and sluggishness hampered his gait more frequently.

The infirmary arrangement at the farmhouse had been unnerving to Ahnna at the beginning of the war, but after closely watching and following the lead of her mother, something she had learned to do from the time she had been adopted into this family, Ahnna had steadily grown accustomed to her nursing role.

This time, apparently to be the last time, six soldiers were brought to the house to be cared for. Delmi sent Ahnna out to the village square one morning to purchase more ingredients for salve, for the soldiers’ wounds. While Ahnna was in the square, it was not the first occasion in her life when she had to stop what she was doing, turn toward a young man and woman standing together in the square, and lower her head. The other patrons in the square, when they saw what was taking place, did likewise. The young man had untied and removed his principal, the thin robe often worn over a man’s leisure or formal clothing, and he was placing the robe over the maiden’s shoulders. It was the traditional way of paying official suit, with the bowed heads around signifying the community’s respect for it.

Ahnna could understand the man’s timing, as he had likely fought in the war and wanted to make haste in asking his beloved to marry him.

The present witnesses were free to lift their heads when the man and woman began to walk off together, a good number of the people becoming well-wishers for the departing couple. Ahnna would have liked to join in with the sudden and brief bout of merriment, but she had to hurry back home with the salve ingredients she’d procured.

Over the next several days, the village doctor made regular visits to the Daichi house. Three of the soldiers there became well enough to be taken home. Two of them died. One of them, who’d been brought in unconscious from a head wound he’d sustained, did not regain stable consciousness until a week after the other soldiers were gone. Even then, every moment awake, he spent in silence, appearing perplexed. Every moment in sleep, he appeared to be in pain.

During one evening while the soldier lay sleeping on his mat on the floor of a side room, and Ahnna vigilantly sat close by, cutting out cloth to be used for fresh bandages, she overheard her father and the doctor in the wide foreroom in the middle of the house. They were discussing the house’s one remaining war patient.

“It makes no sense for him to have gone out to fight,” the doctor asserted. “He did his part for our military in his youth. He has helped to train enough younger men under him.”

Daichi chuckled. “You speak of him as if he is an elderly fool. He is quite younger than you are, old friend. And younger than me and my—what have you called them?—my ‘lagging’ bones. I have told my proximate successor in the village to be ready, but not too ready, to take my place, seeing how you seem set to write me and my bones off.”

“Oh, your blessed bones are only part of the problem, as far as your health goes. You simply do not have the body you had in your prime, decades ago, despite how much you try to ignore it. But let us leave you out of this, shall we? I do not speak of Ikenna as elderly. I speak of him as a man who has already paid his dues on the field. He helped to make us ready for revolution, and everyone knows and thinks much of him for it. But he should not have gone to the front lines. We need him at his estate now, being a master of trade, using that brain of his. The profeta in his village should have told him that, Daichi. You would have.”

“Now, do not blame any of the profeti. We agreed on what we heard: ‘Every man who is able and willing.’ Ikenna is still able, and he was more than willing. He chose to fight.”

“Yes. He chose to fight,” the doctor grunted, “and now he is in there lying on your floor, paying for the fight with his damaged dome.”

Daichi laughed again. “You know, medicus, for one in your healing profession, you can be most cynical.”

“That I know. You have told me so enough times. Remind me to stuff my ears with socks before you say it again tomorrow.” The doctor waited for his friend to finish laughing before he continued. “But you know what I mean. In some ways, Ikenna is a man still living in the past. He should be done with the field, should be raising a family.”

“It is not his fault his wife died childless. She might have been like Delmi.”

“You cannot be serious. No, it is not his fault, but yes, that was nigh on twenty years ago. He was fresh out of boyhood when he married, was younger than your daughter is now, and he was not married for long. I am telling you, he needs to concentrate on his business—and lecturing, if he is to go on with that—and raise up an heir for his estate. Leave the battlefields to the youth, I always say.”

Daichi replied with a sigh. “Hopefully, we can all leave the battlefields for some time, good man. We have warred. So we must rest, and in peace revisit the reasons why we have fought. Ecclesiastical freedom. Autonomy in trade. An unrepressed exchange of ideas. No one else can decide for us what this nation will be. We now have the control to do that for ourselves, and so we must stay focused.”

“Yes, we must. I agree.”

Ahnna nodded unspoken concurrence, especially on the point regarding rest, feeling that her father was as much in need of rest from all of this as anyone. She knew the doctor had advised Daichi to give his complaining bones and joints an extended respite.

As the conversation in the other room turned to separate matters, Ahnna’s eyes moved to the sleeping soldier on the floor. She’d heard mention of this Ikenna a number of times before, knowing him to be a regional administrator over the country’s trade, as well as a public lecturer on the need for the industry’s expansion. But she had never seen him in person herself until he’d been brought to the Daichi house, inert and covered in blood and muck. Delmi had had the task of getting rid of his ruined battle attire, and she’d found a small piece of parchment tucked safely under an inner fold of his shirt. Judging it to be a personal missive of some sort, Delmi had given it to Ahnna, telling her daughter to keep it for the soldier until he regained consciousness.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





