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THE MEDUSA & THE BLACK OAKS

 

"YOU MUST!"

The smack resonated through the small moss-covered cave and rung Tallulah's ears. She held her stinging cheek. Heat seared in her eyes. 

She clamped them shut and recoiled from Lady Cassandra, her second-mother; the only mother she knew. The temperature in her irises peaked and dropped. Almost separate creatures, her serpents awoke and writhed around her shoulders, ready to defend her from further attack. 

Through their darting tongues, she could feel the cave's precise temperature. Also, from her snakes, Tallulah knew a family of field mice nested in a nearby hallow. Something instinctual made her mouth water. "I will not leave you."

"Come over here so I can strike you again, girl."

Leaned against the opposite wall, Tallulah opened her eyes. The dimming full-spectrum colors in the cave had changed to subtle ranges between black and white. The vibrant yellows, oranges, and reds of her mother's traveling cloak were lost; the light colors were nothing more than high registers in a new grayscale world.

Tallulah's saliva washed her mouth again, and she wondered why Lady Cassandra looked so haggard. "Just get up, mother. We can make it to Liphlor." Adsf -- a 

"That is a week's journey--" her mother rolled to pull the small, hurriedly packed sack from beneath her, "--and we only have enough food for two days."

"But you know the wild berries." Tallulah took the sack. The bottom was a deeper grey and glistened. The smell of the sharp cheese within stirred her hunger further and she tightened her abdomen to squelch the growl. She opened it to see what had spilled. "Surely we can forage as we go."

"We're being hunted, love. That will not be an option."

Beneath the apples, Tallulah's fingers moved across the damp canvas. There was nothing that would leak in the bag. Her voice wavered as her serpents' tongues told her something was wounded here; something to eat. "Mother?"

"You have to go on."

Tallulah tried to swallow her growing fear.

"I will only slow you down and make it easier for them to track you." Lady Cassandra presented her hand. The fingers were wet with a deep grey. "This is why you must go alone."

Tallulah shrank away. "But--"

"But nothing." Her mother beckoned her forward and held her close with her dry hand. "Tell Tithe Master Armond of the accusations and attack."

Tallulah hugged her mother. "But their accusations were true. You did have a medusa in The House."

"I know, love." Tallulah could feel the smile against her scales before Lady Cassandra pursed her lips and kissed her cheek. "Armond knows, too." Her mother released her and laid back, looking deep in Tallulah's eyes as she always had. "The House pays extraordinary fees for special permissions." She frowned. "Something else is at work here, and Lord Grommet will sorely miss the coin we add to his coffers."

Tallulah's heart ached. There was loss from the guards ransacking The House, but her mother... She went in to steal a hug. Her snakes joined in the embrace.

Reluctant, Lady Cassandra obliged. "Keep to your leathers in the wild, love. Avoid the Blackoaks and don't remove your mask."

Tallulah could tell her mother was trying to squeeze hard, but the pressure of the second hug paled compared to the first.

"Only don your dancing dress at the forest line."

"Yes, mother." She leaned away and returned the eye contact. In normal lighting, Lady Cassandra's were green. In the cave, they were a midrange grey. She summoned the heat. 

Her mother turned to stone. Petrified, Lady Cassandra's eyes remained the same grey.

Tallulah's heart became heavier.

Focusing on not undoing the preservation, she kissed the statue's unyielding cold stone forehead. "This is temporary." Tallulah slipped her hand from the frozen grip and tied the sack to her slim pack. She donned her mask, pulled up her hood, and left the cave.

 

+

 

TALLULAH GRIPPED THE HOOD  tight against her neck to shield against the chill in the late evening air as she moved through the trees. In about a week, she would have retired the porcelain mask with the first snow and donned her wraps, as winter had a way of creeping into The House--even with all the fireplaces lit.

As it was, that night found winter a day closer, her home a day further away, and pain lighting each step as she forced herself to keep walking.

The humans, with their poor night sight, would rest. She had to keep moving.
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