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An Unexpected Detour
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My dearest friend.

As I promised, this is the second book of the chronicles describing what happened after the fateful expedition to the Yucatan. Some of the events may be familiar, similar to what you have read in the Times or other newspapers. So, in place of the scribbles I wrote within the pages of the first book, in some chapters I have inserted transcripts of articles appearing in newspapers of that time which was, and yet was not. The original copies are lost, of course, but my uncle swore to me these are word for word copies. I have also included a few passages from relevant books of the time for good measure.

Now, as for my situation, I... no, I swore to myself I would not burden you with my troubles, and I will stay the course. I will be the stoic Ogre and ignore the ever-growing number of bricks heaped upon the wagon I pull.

Just know I am doing everything I can to keep you from sharing my fate...

A Legend that Proved All Too Real (Londinium Times, February 10th, 1861)

(From our Special Correspondent)

In the Grand Hall of the Explorer’s Club, a memorial was held today for those who lost their lives in the expedition to the Yucatan, specifically John Lloyd Stephens and the Eldarion, Catherwood. During the ceremony, the Mexican ambassador to the British government brought to light accusations that had previously been hinted at. Specifically, that a small unit of French soldiers took the expedition prisoner with the intention of robbing an ancient Eldarion-Maya site. The incident ended in disaster for the French, with the Mexican army retaking Campeche City and a legendary monster, the Camazotz, killing the ringleader and most of the soldiers. In the ensuing chaos, Shabaka Goldspear, the bold ‘Black Lion of Londinium’, and the remaining brave Englishmen of the expedition, overwhelmed the French and triumphantly returned to civilization, bearing both golden artifacts and the creature’s bones. The artifacts have been loaned to the British Museum, while the bones are now displayed in the Explorer’s Club Grand Hall (and can be viewed for a nominal fee). All of the surviving members of the expedition can be seen in the photograph below, along with their half-blood Eldarion guide who traveled to England with them...

Jack (February 28th, 1861)

––––––––
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MAM USED TO TELL ME that when it snowed in Londinium, the flakes fell grey from the sky from all the coal smoke people burned to try and keep warm. But I reckoned most folks were now using Terramagica devices instead. Because I could see through the window of the train I was riding in, the snow swirling instead like a white mist, softening the three and four-story buildings rolling by.

Then everything went dark as we passed into a tunnel. The cars farther up the train had Terramagica lamps, which the conductors immediately flipped on. But the train master at the station near Shabaka’s estate, where I’d been staying, took one look at my ears and had me escorted by the half-blood Eldarion conductor to the second to last car on the train, where no Terramagica was permitted at all.

Light flared above me, and I glanced over my shoulder to where the half-blood conductor formed a glowing web of Aethyr between her hands, which became another ball of light. She motioned for it to rise while the first drifted back to the opposite end. The car was pretty much filled up with human folk too poor to ride farther up, huddled in blankets and patched coats, their breath frosty as a mother quietly scolded her whining kids.

My wooden seat and the seat facing me were the only empty ones in the car. Reckon I couldn’t blame them for not trusting a half- Eldarion Apache, half- human male, wearing a long, battered leather coat that went down to his boots. Pretty much everyone getting on had taken one look at me and found some other place to sit. Didn’t matter one way or the other I decided, putting my heels on the opposite seat before taking the black, wide brimmed hat and placing it over my face. I closed my eyes.

“Jack Watson.”

I gave a start. Opening my eyes, I took the hat away from my face and I placed my feet back on the floor. Sitting on the opposite seat, just to the left of where my boots had been, was a large woman wearing a Yucatecan native tunic and skirt of brownish-white wool, a red shawl wrapped about her rounded shoulder. Her deeply wrinkled face looked Maya and she had her black hair braided in plaits resembling two long, floppy ears. “Beg pardon,” I said, setting the hat back down beside me, “but I didn’t hear you sit down.” Staring at her face, I frowned. “Reckon I should know you from somewhere.”

Her bark brown cheeks dimpled as she smiled. “Great Grandmother. I maintain the shrine of Ix-Chel, where you and I met when you were searching for Jonathan.”

My eyes went wide as cenotes as the memories came galloping back. “I remember. You gave us one of the best home cooked meals I’ve ever had in my life, and set us on the right path. I never did get a chance to thank you.”

“You didn’t have to. Knowing everything worked out in the end was thanks enough.”

Settling back on the hard wooden seat, I gave her a right puzzled look. “Not to be rude and all, but what in tarnation are you doing in Londinium?”

“The same thing that you are: seeing the sights while looking for something to occupy my time. The French have invaded Mexico as they threatened, now that the Union has joined the Republic of Texas against the Confederates, and I decided it would be an excellent time to... how do you say it, get out of town for a while?”

I chuckled. “Reckon I would’ve done the same, seeing as how that isn’t my circus.”

“And you don’t want anything to do with those monkeys, trust me.” I blinked, hearing my own words tossed back all casual like as she added, “I saw your picture in the Londinium Times, helping Shabaka arrange the bones of the Camazotz in the Explorer’s club. What was that place like?”

I couldn’t help but give her a snort. “Too highfalutin for the likes of me. After we got it set, Shabaka asked if I’d help Drog get the Goldspear estate back in order, seeing as how the gent they’d hired to run the place while they were gone gave the job, ‘a lick and a promise’, and nothing more.”

“What of young Jonathan?”

“Settling into being a university student is how he tells it. I’ve watched him play War Chess a time or two, and he’s hell-on-wheels with a shock stick weapon. The coach’s already moved him from being a pawn piece to a knight, and Naamah heard he’s gonna be tapped for team captain after the current one graduates this year.”

“Has he spent any time with the half-blood girl, Myste?”

Me and Jon had spent last night at the main building catching up, and I smiled. “They’re getting on like a house on fire, mostly through letters, but also an occasional chaperoned visit.” I snorted, remembering how Jon told the story. “Her pa, Ambassador Bannon, has a half-Ogre servant who growls every time he tries to even give her a hug.” I shook my head. “What Jon needs is someone a mite more amiable to turning a blind eye when she gets a little older, but I reckon that’s not gonna happen until Myste’s coming out party in a couple years.”

Her expression turned sly. “Instead of a half-ogre chaperone, why not you instead?”

I hesitated, wondering how much I should say. “Reckon that wouldn’t be a good idea, me being half-Eldarion like she is.” Great Grandmother raised her bushy eyebrows and I said, “According to Naamah, the girl’s totally on fire for Jon, and I wouldn’t want to cause a ruckus between them on account of me.” I blew out my breath in a rush. “Not that I’m God’s gift to females, mind you, but a madam I met in Old Town told me I’m a unicorn to all the other half-blood Eldarions.”

“And they all want a ride.”

“Reckon so. Eldarions understand but Jon being Human wouldn’t. Shoot, he thinks sixteen is too young, even though the law and Eldarion traditions say it’s normal, and Myste would think he’s using it as an excuse to leave her if he bowed out.” I shook my head. “Reckon I’ll never understand pure blood humans if I live to be as old as Ran-Li.” Great Grandmother gave me a sly look at Ran-Li’s name, which I let lay as I added, “Anyway, I’m keeping my horse out of the race so it don’t come between us.”

Great Grandmother nodded. “A wise choice. So, what are you doing on the South-side of Londinium?”

Reaching inside the leather coat, I pulled out the pouch hung from a cord around my neck. “Now that the estate’s back on the rails, I told Shabaka I wanted to look for work in the city so I could spend time with his grandson, now and then. I’m a fair hand at carving wood, and he wrote me a letter of introduction I can use to see if any of the Eldarions in the Jewish quarter－”

“Baker street.”

“who make Artifacts, need... Wait, what?”

The Maya woman fixed me with a trail boss’s glare. “You need to get off at the Baker street station and look for employment there.”

I gave her a right confused look. “Baker street? But－”

“Jack,” she said, laying her broad, warm hand to my face, “when you and the others came to the shrine, looking for Jon and the rest of the expedition, I told you not only how to find them, but where the remainder of Cahal’s warriors had gone. Did I steer you wrong?”

“No, but－”

“Jack, trust me.” Durned if I know why, but instead of chewing over the idea, I just tossed my common sense out the window and nodded, which got me a smile. “Since I am in town for a time, would you mind terribly if I collected your stories, both what happened in the past as well as what you are doing now, and wrote them all down so they are not lost?”

I shrugged. “Reckon I don’t mind...”

“Next stop, Baker street,” the half-blood conductor called out.

“....but this isn’t the best time to do it.”

“Of course not,” Great Grandmother replied, taking her hand away from my face. “I will see you again, someday.” Around us, the train began to slow as she made a shooing motion with her hands. “Your station is coming up, so off you go.”

I was downright bemused over the whole conversation, but durned if I didn’t grab my hat, climb to my feet, and turned towards the front of the train. As I walked towards the door, the conductor standing next to it gave me a sharp look. “You told me you were taking this to the end of the line.”

“Change of plans,” I replied, turning to motion back towards the Maya woman.

Both seats were empty.

I blinked, the dark voice in my head chuckling as I turned back around. “Ah, it’s just that I’m a mite hungry,” saying the first thing that popped into my head. “Baker street means bakeries, right?”

I knew I sounded like a durn fool, and Drog had warned me the train conductors were part of the police force, who watched rough looking strangers like hawks did rabbits. But the half-blood Eldarion merely smiled. “Some of the best on the South-side. Take a left when you leave the station, and stop at the bakery next door to the Holmes Apothecary shop. Their scones are to die for.”

As the train came out of the tunnel, letting in natural light through the windows again as the train continued slowing, I chuckled. “Not sure I’ve ever met a food I’d be willing to die for, but I reckon I’ll take your advice.”

She smiled back, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a small card. “My shift ends when this train reaches the end of the line,” she said, handing me the card. “Once your business on the South-side is finished, if you’re not needed elsewhere, I’ve got a garden flat near the train station.” Her blue eyes had a hungry look. “Tomorrow’s also my day off.”

The train came to a stop as my eyes matched the hungry look in hers. “Reckon I can’t promise anything, as my business here may be serious and I might have to start right away. But if it don’t pan out, which I’m pretty sure is more likely, then I’ll be paying you a call.”

As I tucked the card in the top pocket of my flannel shirt, she gave me a wink. “Then I won’t wish you good luck.”

I inclined my head before putting on my hat. “Ma’am,” I said, touching the brim before turning and walking out the door.

Cold air swirled a few flakes of snow around me as I started down the metal stairs, buttoning up my long leather coat as I reached the platform and headed for the stone steps leading up. Baker street station sat below the rest of Londinium, covered over with a metal roof, the snow coming down something fierce on the street beyond. I strode past the bundled up people getting ready to board, separated by class, and in the case of Eldarions by race, and joined the sparse group beginning to climb up the steps.

They all moved around a small, yet stout figure a bit over four foot tall, who carried a basket durn near as big as they were. I started up the stone steps, slick from the snow swirling in from the street, and as I came abreast, realized she was female. “Ma’am, can I give you a hand with that?”

She was older, maybe in her fifties, wearing a long blue dress and a red shawl. Her cheeks were about the same color. “Oh, that is terribly kind of you,” she said, holding up the basket so I could take it. “One of the boys was supposed to meet me here, but it must have slipped his mind.”

As I held onto the wicker handle and we started back up the stairs, I noticed her nose was a mite longer than any human’s I’d ever seen before. “No problem whatsoever. Do you live on Baker street?”

I matched her stride as we carefully walked up the steps. “I do indeed, 221 Baker street.” She stopped and looked up at me. “I have completely lost my manners. Mrs. Martha Hudson, widowed.”

Taking off my hat, I inclined my head. “Jack Watson. Right glad to meet you, Mrs. Hudson.”

Her eyes went wide as little tea-cakes. “Are you a half-blood Eldarion?”

“Ah, yes ma’am,” I said, putting the hat back on so it covered my pointed ears. “Long story, but my family originally came from Londinium. My grandfather, John Watson, was a policeman－”

“On the East-end, yes; we had him over for dinner a few times after his wife died.” She shook her head. “Terrible tragedy. We did our best to cheer him up, but poor John was inconsolable.”

I blinked. “You knew my grandfather?”

Mrs. Hudson started up the stairs, and after a moment I followed as she said, “I work for another Gnome, Saul Sherlock, who makes his living investigating cases for wealthy clients. He has contacts all over the city, and your grandfather was one of them.”

I easily caught up to her. “Hope you don’t mind me asking, but what was my grandfather like?”

Mrs. Hudson looked up at me with a sad smile. “He was gruff, yet underneath the hardness lay a good man. John knew the East-end as well as I know my kitchen, and he was always as fair to its people as a policeman could be... which is a rare trait in them, these days,” she added with a righteous sniff.

“I’ve been warned to watch my step around the police here.”

“That is good advice. By chance, did your mother come back to England with you?”

I shook my head. “Life’s hard in the territories and Mam didn’t make it.” We reached the street, still noisy despite the snow muffling sound, and I raised my voice a mite. “Which way is your home?”

I caught the look of sympathy she gave me before her face went all business-like. “Follow me.” Mrs. Hudson took a left and started down the sidewalk, dirty snow squelching under my boots as I walked behind her, the basket bumping against my leg as we went. 

Falling snow made the late afternoon seem like nightfall, the lamp-lighters in their frock coats already getting the lamps lit while folk hurried past them. In the street, horse-drawn wagons and Ogre-drawn coaches rumbled past, churning the snow into black slush as a few people picked their way across to the other side. Many of the shops had boys outside keeping the sidewalk clear, even in front of the old three and four story houses here and there down the block. The alleys we passed were piled high in snowdrifts.

Ahead of us, a lamp-lighter was poking an Artifact fire-striker into the bottom of a street lamp while a policeman in an overcoat watched him. A pile of rags on a snowdrift in the alley we were passing caught my eye for a moment. But I forgot about the rags as a young man without a coat or even a hat dodged past the copper. “Mrs. Hudson,” he called out, the policeman turning our way with a frown as the fellow slid to a stop in front of us. “I’m so sorry,” he panted, “but I wasn’t watching the time.”

Her cheeks dimpled as she smiled up at him. “No harm done,” she said as I handed over the basket. “This nice gentlemale offered to help and I accepted.” She turned to look at me. “Mr. Watson, the absolute least I can do is offer you a nice cup of tea and the chance to warm up by the fire.”

I was all-fired eager to hear more about my grandpap from someone who knew him, and opened my mouth to say yes when a faint sound came from the alley behind me. “Did you hear that?” Both gave me puzzled looks as I turned around and high-tailed it inside the alley mouth.

The pile of rags on the snowdrift had a kid inside them. He was blond headed and pale as a ghost, around eight or nine years old, making little mewling noises as I picked him up. “Hey, little fella, what’re you doing out here?” He was stick-thin as a newborn calf and so light I was afraid the wind might blow him away if I dropped him. “What’s your name?”

Behind me, a man’s voice said, “It’s moot.” I turned around with the kid still in my arms. The policeman in his overcoat stood on the sidewalk in front of the alley, truncheon in his beefy hand. He used it to point at the child. “That little guttersnipe is one of the thieving ragamuffins who plague our city, obviously half-starved and too far gone to save. The best thing you can do is to put him right back where you found him and let nature take its course.”

Rage boiled up inside me. “Nature can just shove that billy club up her corn hole and rotate,” I snarled at him, holding the boy tight against my chest as I stalked forward. The policeman retreated a few steps and raised the truncheon as I moved out of the alley. “I’m saving this child if it’s the last durn thing I do.”

“Christopher,” Mrs. Hudson said as she unwrapped her red shawl, “run home and warn the Irregulars that we are coming.” He took off like a hoss out of the barn as I knelt down so Mrs. Hudson could wrap the kid up as best she could. He curled up against me, whimpering softly as the copper glared down at us. We ignored him. Once she got the kid wrapped up tighter than a mummy, I rose to my feet with him in my arms, and she started hurrying down the sidewalk.

I followed as the copper yelled behind us, “You’re only wasting your time. He will be dead before morning.”

I growled under my breath as we passed by several shops and a bakery, the smell of baking bread touching my nose a moment before we hurried past, Mrs. Hudson puffing as her short legs pumped the paving bricks. I slid a couple times but didn’t lose my footing, jogging at her heels until we reached an old mansion taking up durn near most of a block. The front door was open, with Christopher frantically waving at us. “The twins have put on the kettle,” he called out as we slowed down, “and Neil’s building up the fire in your sitting room. Here,” he said to me, holding out his arms, “I’ll take him.” I hesitated and he added, “We’re old hands at rescuing strays. Trust us.”

Trust ain’t something I’d had much luck with, but against my better judgment I handed the kid over to him. Christopher didn’t pause but turned and raced away. I watched him go through the small entranceway and down a long hall, the young man barefoot for some reason. 

To the right of the entranceway was a wooden door. As Mrs. Hudson, still puffing like a bellows, beckoned me inside and shut the outside door, the side door opened. A gnome four feet and some change tall stared up at me. “I take it we have acquired another stray?”

He had bushy eyebrows and styled hair, with a nose like a half-smoked cigar and wore a breasted suit tailored to fit him. Mrs. Hudson caught her breath and motioned up at me. “Mr. Watson here found a poor boy freezing to death in the snow.”

“Just Jack if you please, ma’am,” I said, taking off my hat. I turned towards the gnome I reckoned was Mrs. Hudson’s employer. “I’m right sorry if I’ve caused a ruckus－”

He waved a manicured hand, cutting me off. “No apologies needed... and call me Mr. Sherlock. As a gnome of some means, I honor the cultural traditions of my ancestors by giving sanctuary to those in dire straits.” A sour smile twitched at his lips. “He is not the first, and I daresay he will not be the last.”

Mrs. Hudson, who for some reason unknown to me had taken off her shoes and socks, was dunking her feet in a copper basin next to the long hallway and drying them with a towel. “I promised Jack a cup of tea for carrying my basket up from the train station.”

The gnome raised a bushy eyebrow. “That explains why Christopher left in such a hurry.”

“It’s right nice of you to offer,” I began, “but－”

“On the contrary,” the gnome said, staring up at me all intense-like, “I would be remiss in my obligations not to, at the very least, offer you a cup of tea... or perhaps something stronger?” When I hesitated, he added, “I recently acquired a bottle of whiskey distilled from the corn grown in the Mexican state of Oaxaca.”

My eyebrows shot straight up towards the ceiling. “Do tell. Reckon I’d be a right churl if I didn’t take you up on the offer.”

He smiled. “I thought you might. Mrs. Hudson will send one of the children to let us know when our stray is out of the woods.” I glanced down and she nodded, replacing the towel on the rack beside the basin before striding down the hallway at a good clip. The gnome ushered me inside and shut the door behind us.

As he headed for the sideboard, I looked around the room. It reminded me of a highfalutin lawyer’s office, with dark paneling and pictures on the walls, gaslight lamps on brass poles, and several stuffed chairs facing a large desk with a Terramagica lamp to one side. He poured us both a drink, then came over and handed a glass of golden liquid to me before motioning at the chairs. “Please, take a seat.”

I did so as he walked behind the desk and sat in his chair, raised up so we were at eye level. As he settled in I took a sip. “Reckon I’ve never had anything this smooth.”

Resting his elbows on the arms of his chair, he touched the fingertips of both hands together as he regarded me. “Considering you grew up in the western territories of the Union States of America before its falling out, I would not imagine so.”

I was about to take another sip, but set my glass back down on my thigh as I gave him a suspicious look. “How do you know that?”

“Elementary, my dear Mr. Watson. You have the look of an Eldarion who is native to that area, softened of course by your Human mother’s side. Your ancestry is Apache, with your mother taken in a raid and spared a settler’s normal fate. You left the tribe at a young age, falling in with either cowboys or gunmen from the Republic of Texas, then went south to Mexico where you joined with the expedition Shabaka Goldspear and his son Jonathan were part of. At its conclusion, Shabaka was so impressed that he agreed to let you accompany him back to England, where he provided you with employment. However, it is beginning to feel like charity, and you came to the South-side seeking something you believe is more honest.” He raised an eyebrow. “Am I correct?”

I realized I was gaping at him like a durn fool and shut my mouth. “How in tarnation did you figure that out?” My eyes narrowed. “Or did someone tell you?”

Mr. Sherlock looked at me like I was nine times a fool. “Deductive reasoning, I assure you. Before the Union States broke apart, all of the native North American tribes were having a rough go of it... except the Apache. According to a person I know who is familiar with the area, there have been rumors of monstrous wolves accompanying their raiding parties. Supposedly, the soldiers have been rather reluctant to confront the Apache at all.”

I grimaced. “Reckon I don’t know about that.”

That was a durn lie and he knew it, but let it go. “As for the rest, the Times had a picture of the unveiling of the Camazotz in the entry hall of the Explorer’s Club, which included you as well... wearing the hat I see beside you on the chair. I thought it odd since the rest of the gentlemales were bareheaded.”

“I didn’t want to be in that durn fool picture in the first place, but Jon insisted.”

He nodded. “You were wise to wear the hat. As for the rest, the article stated you were instrumental in rescuing the remaining members of the expedition, which tells me you are a man of action. As such, you dislike being in anyone’s debt, and anyone who earned Shabaka Goldspear’s trust would not seek employment on the East-side. Nor would you be accepted in Old Town, or the West-end, or even North-side, though you could probably find something further afield. That leaves the South-side.” He held out his hand. “May I see Shabaka Goldspear’s letter of introduction?” I stared at him a moment like he was a snake-bit coyote.

Then shook my head and pulled the letter out of my pouch. I handed it over, and he pored over it as I unbuttoned the rest of my coat, the warmth of the room finally reaching my bones. I took another sip of the best spirit I’d ever had in my life, least up to that point, as he set the letter down and leaned back in his chair. “When I saw the picture in the Times, I debated using my contacts to arrange a meeting with Shabaka Goldspear, and inquire about stealing you away from his employment.”

I reared back a mite. “You were thinking about hiring me on?”

He touched his fingertips together again. “Absolutely. While I maintain the veneer of respectability a Gnome must always present, many of my investigations involve, shall we say, people of questionable morals, and situations often fraught with peril. I am a rare Gnome in that I possess the ability to use either Aethyr or Terramagica energy, which has gotten me out of several disagreeable situations over the years. However, having a person such as yourself with me might prevent some of those situations from occurring in the first place.”

I was slowly nodding. “You figure if I earned Shabaka’s trust, I might be able to earn yours.”

“Something like that, yes. I am working on an investigation at the British museum right now, involving a pair of Eldarion statues which supposedly came to life and murdered two alleged thieves, then took the life of the museum’s director. I believe I know who the actual murderer is, and plan to confront him in the hall where the statues are displayed.”

“You think having me at your back will keep him from dry gulching you and pinning it on the statues.”

He raised an eyebrow. “An interesting way of putting it, but yes. As for payment－” 

The door opened, and he broke off as Christopher came inside with a tray. “Sorry to bother you, but Mrs. Hudson said to make sure Jack got his cup of tea.”

“Usually I go in more for coffee,” I said as he brought over the tray holding two steaming cups on saucers, a small ceramic pot and matching small pitcher, and put it down on the desk. “But right now I reckon anything hot would be good. How’s the kid?”

“Awake and coherent,” Christopher replied, handing the Gnome his tea cup before turning towards me. “Milk or sugar?” I shook my head, and he handed me the other cup as he went on. “He says his name is Moot, and that he cannot remember anything else.”

Mr. Sherlock raised his eyebrows. “Moot?”

Christopher shrugged. “He said the policeman named him, and it’s a better name than his old one. Anyway－”

“Uncle Saul,” a young girl about twelve or so called out as she ran into the room, “a runner just came to the back door from the Terramagica messaging office. The acting director of the British Museum’s trapped inside the building and afraid for his life!”

“I’ve got your back,” I said.

Saul Sherlock gave me a satisfied smile as he nodded. “Christopher, go tell the runner to message back that we are on the way.” Ignoring his tea, the Gnome got off his chair and came around the desk as I rose, finishing off the whiskey before setting the glass down on the tray. 

As I followed after him, the dark voice in my head chuckled once more. Jack, I believe this is the beginning of an interesting relationship.

Ain’t that the truth.

​
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A Most Curious Custom (Londinium Times, April 25th, 1863)


{From our Special Correspondent}

The tradition of giving away an Eldarion’s half-blood child at the age of sixteen years, varies from culture to culture. In the Union States of the north, with their more Puritanical view of morality, the girl is given to an organization that will give her a good home and decent employment (though it must be noted that scandals have arisen from fraudulent groups who turn around and sell them to brothels). In the Confederate States (at least before the war now raging there), the girl is thrown a lavish party, at the end of which she chooses the man who will henceforth become her ‘guardian’. English Eldarion traditions are more transactional, while in the Olde Norse Empire, where half-bloods have no rights at all, the girls are sold to the highest bidder. France actually lets the girls make their own decisions. In Scotland, while the tradition is also to let the girl choose, the king by law is the guardian of all half-blood Eldarions, and can decide how and when the girl is to be given away. On April 23rd, King Malcolm gave away the ‘First Night’ rights to the half-blood, Myste Bannon, in a most unusual way...

Myste (April 23rd 1863)

––––––––

[image: ]


TO HONOR MY 'COMING of Age' at sixteen, instead of letting me choose my beau as normal, the King of Scotland decided to give away my Prima Nocte, a half-blood Eldarion girl’s first legitimate night of carnal passion, to the winning team of a War Chess match.

My birthday on March fourth was considered a wee bit too cold and snowy to get anyone outdoors to watch, so he held the tournament in late April on a warm, sunny day. Aye, warm for Scotland, anyway. It was hosted by the University of Edinburgh upon their playing field in the heart of the city, the sky clear with a few clouds on business of their own puffing past the old ivy covered fieldstone buildings, which formed a semi-square around the far right side of the large, open field called the Meadow. 

The chessboard was laid out with white dividers made of wood, each square exactly ten cubits by ten cubits, or thirty English feet, giving the pieces plenty of room to fight. Around the board were viewing stands on all four sides. The north side stands were reserved boxes having three wooden walls and a roof, with velvet covered chairs inside placed in ordered rows set close enough to see the players well, while the other three stands were simple wooden benches set well back from the board.

A great throng of people filled the stands and spilled out into the grassy field on every side except the north. There, a wooden barrier kept the crowds at bay, with guards checking documents before allowing anyone inside as the king was to be in attendance. No one seemed to mind, though, the common people in a festive mood enjoying local ale and whiskey, or French claret, meat pies and haggis, watching jugglers or a half-blood Eldarion girl casting illusions while buffoons battled in mock combats. 

Well away from the chess board, an enterprising Eldarion had set up a temporary board with makeshift stands and a tower tall enough for him to see over the regular stands, so he could use an Aethyr Artifact called an 'Eagle-eye scope' to watch the action and call it down to the players on the board. They wore pretend armor and wielded pretend weapons, and as I understood it, would act out the fight taking place as the Eldarion described it for those too far away to watch the fight.

With all my heart I wished I could be out there among them. Instead, I sat in the royal box between my father, Royce Bannon, the English ambassador to Scotland, and my mum, Starshine of the Heather-Rose clan, Eldarion-Scots. Mum's much older brother, Professor Alar of Edinburgh University, sat behind us with his friend and my godfather, Professor Magnus Redstone, a Koncava with his long, brown beard braided with gold coins and sparkling gems, as was their custom. 

Jonathan's grandfather, Shabaka Goldspear, sat with them as well. He'd frightened me the first time I'd met him, his dark face scarred by fire and a bullet's furrow. Yet I'd found him more gentle than his lady friend, Naamah, who sat beside him. She was the first Eldarion I'd met with skin the color of French chocolate combined with a little milk.

Aye, but her temper wasn't nearly that sweet. "This is wrong in so many ways I don't know where to begin." She was also the only Eldarion I'd known who spoke the way I did, showing she wasn't of the upper class. "A half-blood girl's carnality belongs to her and her alone. You're treating her like she's a bauble that some male, human or otherwise, can play with and discard, and I cannot understand why the Eldarions here tolerate－"

"Peace, Old Spear-tongue," Shabaka said. "No matter what you say, it will do nothing except get poor Myste upset."

There was a half-blood girl near the stands who could’ve been my twin, her hair the same fiery red as my own, dressed as a harlequin and juggling three illusionary balls of fire. I could hear her bantering with the crowd as she laughed in unrestrained joy, and I kept my attention focused on her until da reached down and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. I turned to look at him as he said to Naamah, "I fully agree with you. However, I am Her Majesty's representative at the Scottish court, and even though I argued with him, King Malcolm insisted this be handled his way."

"Bloody politics," Uncle Magnus growled. "Aye, I get that King Malcolm wants us to get closer to your empire, but except for you and a few others, I dinnae trust an Englishman as far as I could throw a bloody Ogre."

Da tugged on his muttonchop whiskers. "Magnus, he is working to keep Scotland free from interference by anyone. The Olde Norse Empire has been trying hard to gain a permanent foothold here, so your king is using this tournament as a way of getting them to back off or risk Scotland allying with the British Empire."

"I dinnae fault him for trying to keep us independent. Stones and bloody bones, Royce, I trust the Norse less than I do the British." His dark brown eyes narrowed. "But using my goddaughter as a pawn on the bloody War Chess board he and the other empires play upon, by making her a prize to be passed around to all the members of the winning team..." He banged his fist on the back of my chair, making me jump. "It is nae good Scottish behavior. Malcolm may be the bloody king, but I dinnae have to like it."

"Then be of good cheer," a deep voice said from the back of the box, "for the fix is in."

All of the males in the box wore tailored suits, but King Malcolm had dressed in a medieval looking red tunic with gold chevrons and blue hose. His shoes with their curled up toes were blue as well. The other ladies wore fashionable dresses, mum in blue while Naamah wore a heavier dress of dark wool. I wore white to indicate my virginal status. Aye, right. We got to our feet and either bowed or curtsied as he walked towards the front, the king waving us back up as da said in a guarded voice, "I take it the Scottish team agreed?"

The puzzled look I gave da mirrored several others as the king waved his hand. "Of course they did." He moved to the very front, turned, and stopped in front of my chair. "Regardless of which team wins the match," he said as he took both my slender hands in his far more massive ones, "the only person who will enjoy your Prima Nocte is the same person who gave you the carved wooden ring I see you wearing on your finger."

My heart leapt inside me. "Only Jonathan?" He nodded and I hugged him, remembered you aren't supposed to touch the king's person, and immediately let go. "I'm sorry, Your Majesty. I didn't mean－"

He laughed, cutting me off as he said, "No harm done. In fact, if your heart was not so set on the lad, I would have asked if you might prefer a king over a commoner." Before I could react to that disturbing thought, he turned towards da. "Mind you, our lads will fight like Direwolves to win, and plan to make a big show of their night with your daughter.

“But then the Queen's champion, who evidently knows young Myste quite well, is going to make a speech praising the nobility of Scotland's warriors, and cede the right back over to Jonathan, as Myste wants." He glanced at me. "Your Jonathan may have to eat a large slice of the Humble Shepard's pie, yet if he is half as keen for you as you for him, he shall do so with a glad heart."

"Your Majesty," Jon's grandfather said, "if it comes to that, I am sure he will. However, I hope your Scottish team is ready to do the same. The University of Londinium team is on fire this year, with a strong chance to win the Victoria Cup."

Uncle Alar said, "Your Majesty, if I might add my gold penny's worth, I watched their team play the last time I was in Londinium, and I doubt I have ever seen better. Jonathan is not only fast, but has an exceptional endurance and ability to master pain, well beyond any of his teammates."

"Which he pays for later on, after the match," Naamah snapped.

"Peace," Shabaka said. "Your Majesty, my grandson will fight like a lion defending his pride. Of that, I can assure you."

King Malcolm gave Shabaka a sly smile. "Good. I have been looking forward to seeing this match played for quite some time."

"As have I," a familiar woman's voice said from the back of the box. Storm clouds gathered on the king's face as his daughter strode towards us between the chairs. 

"Morag," the king said as he moved to meet her, "you hate War Chess. What deviltry are you planning now?"

Princess Morag was large in frame like her father, but lean where he'd gone to fat, nearly as tall as Jonathan and had shoulders so broad you'd think she was a Valkyrie and not human. She'd tied her thick mass of red hair back in a plaited braid. "Father, really," she said, turning eyes green and hard as emeralds upon him. The green satin dress, with its embroidered gold stars of spider silk, rustled as she slid past the king to accept the curtsy I gave her. She took my hands in her larger ones and kissed me on both cheeks. "I only want to make Myste's birthday celebration... memorable."

My heart leapt to my throat as I whispered, "Aye, what have you done now?"

Princess Morag gave me a sardonic smile as, from across the field, trumpets began to blow. "I believe the chess match is about to begin." She glanced back at King Malcolm. "Dearest father, shall we join them on the field?"

The king's eyes narrowed. "After you."

All of the boxes had openings both in the back and front with stairs leading down to the ground. Keeping hold of my left hand with her right, Princess Morag led me down the steps while the king lingered to speak quietly with da, the four guards in ceremonial brigantine armor and fleur-de-lis bladed halberds coming to attention as her feet touched the grass. Beyond them to our right, the dozen or so members of the Royal Regimental Highlanders, dressed in tartan, had their drums and bagpipes ready to begin the moment the king left the box. 

To our left stood the Herald, a portly man dressed today in a blue tunic with a red collar draped around his shoulders, who carried a Terramagica speaking device resembling a cone with pipes and small brass boxes attached. He looked at me before taking several steps away from us as the princess wrapped her arm around mine. She placed her mouth next to my ear. "After tonight, you will leave your parents and join me as my principle Lady-in-waiting."

My heart fluttered like a sparrow struggling to break free of her cage. "But Your Highness, Jonathan－"

"Will soon be out of your life. What I am about to do to you will be hard, so very hard that my heart nearly breaks to think upon it. Yet, for the good of the country, you must endure."

"Your Highness－"

"Hush now." Her fingers intertwined with mine and held them with an unbreakable grip. "You are too young to understand politics, but the British Empire of your father is rotting away on the inside. Scotland needs to be free of its influence, embrace the old ways and return to the friendship of the Norse, which my father has spurned. The sooner we ally with Emperor Sargon, the better it will be for all of us."

Deep inside I had a core of practicality I'd inherited from da, and I drew upon it as my own eyes narrowed. "Aye, you want me beside you so you can use my carnal nature to influence the clan chiefs, who help decide the males running for Parliament. Who in turn will help push your agenda." Her eyebrows rose as an expression of surprise swept her face, and I gave her a grim smile. "I've picked up a wee bit of politics from mum and da over the years."

"I was thinking more the clan chief's sons to give me an excuse to meet with the fathers, and make the liaisons more pleasurable for you." Her expression grew thoughtful. "More and more I see I have made the right decision. After tonight, I will begin your education into your new－"

Wooden stairs creaked as the king strode down them. "Morag, I want to know exactly what scheme you are hatching."

"Father," Princess Morag said as the conductor, a grey bearded man with a gold sash across his uniform instead of the red one the others had, turned and raised his staff-like baton as he shouted commands. "Is Myste not the most beautiful girl you have ever laid eyes on?" The snare drums rolled once, paused, twice, paused, and then continued as the bagpipes joined in.   Princess Morag raised her voice as she led me with her towards the board where the teams were assembling. "Truly, she reminds me of a Fae from one of the Eldarion myths." She squeezed my hand. "Who did your hair in ringlets like that? They make you look absolutely adorable."

"My friend, Pippy Underhill, curled them this morning. Her brother Sam's the captain of the Scottish team."

"Really? I cannot wait to meet him. Tell me about..."

Princess Morag chattered on about inconsequential matters as the king followed like an angry storm god waiting to unleash his wrath.
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A Most Curious Custom (cont.)

...with the English team being led by Jonathan Goldspear. War Chess weapons are designed to give nasty shocks to the opposing piece, requiring a strong endurance to pain, and young Jonathan has shown an almost heroic ability to master anything the other side throws at him. His fighting skills are legendary as well. As a pawn piece, on several occasions he has defeated pieces designed to be much stronger than a pawn should be, and as team captain, has inspired his players to give it their all, both in practice and in actual play. The University of Londinium (King’s College) is heavily favored to win this year’s Victoria Cup, and by rights, should have easily cleared the field of the barbaric Scots. However, Fate is a woman who goes, not where men think she should go, but where she wills... 

Jonathan

––––––––
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"THIS IS A BRILLIANT day for a match," Richard Moore, my right hand bishop, called out to the team. He was dark haired and stocky, giving me a smile instead of his usual serious expression. "Jon, what do you think?"

"That I could scarce ask for better." The sounds of the crowd around us rumbled in a good-natured way, the cold air blowing across the field making my leather armor with its thick plates of extra leather, boiled in wax to harden them, a good barrier against the wind. The other major pieces in leather without plates seemed to be fine as well, and even the pawns in their padded cloth armor seemed comfortable.

To the Scottish team it must have seemed a balmy day. All of them were decked out in the bare minimum the rules dictated the pieces wear, and even the team captain, husky as my half-Orku friend Baroda, had left his arms and legs bare with just the curved steel elbow and knee guards held in place with leather straps. He was sandy haired with a friendly, open face, and noticing I had turned his way, began to wave at me. I waved back and he started towards our side of the board.

I began moving to meet him. "Richard, do the final armor check. I am off to a parley."

"Tell them we want nothing less than unconditional surrender."

"And how much fun would that be?" The rest of the team began heckling him as the other captain and I reached the center squares and shook hands. "Jonathan Goldspear."

"Aye, the Destroyer King." I winced as we let go, and he gave me an embarrassed smile. "Bugger me, but that was tactful. Myste's going to box my ears from here to Skye when she hears of it. Oh, Sam Underhill, by the by."

"Pleasure. So... you are a friend of hers?"

"Aye, as close as you can get." I must have given him an odd look, for he said, "Mate, much as she's wanted to wait for you, she's part Eldarion."

"I never expected her to." A small, romantic piece of me had hoped she would, but the far greater and more sensible part stomped down hard on the pang of jealousy. "I mean, I have heard stories about celibate Eldarion nuns getting diseases their race is normally immune to, and besides," glancing over to the royal box where Naamah was waving her arms as she argued with someone, "I have not exactly been celibate myself." My expression hardened as I turned back towards him. "However, today that changes. I plan to fight like a fiend to let Myste make her own choice."

"It's taken care of." I blinked in puzzlement and he smiled. "All the lads agreed that when we win, we'll make a big show about the team enjoying her favors, but then I'll give them the what for about Scottish honor and they'll all pretend to come around. None of us want to make her sad." At my look of surprise, he added, "Bugger me, but it's the right thing to do."

I held out my hand again and he shook it. "Thank you, and tell your team thank you as well." He nodded as I added, "However, you do realize we are favored to win the Victoria Cup this year."

To my surprise, Sam gave me a derisive snort. "Against University teams, aye. Mate, King Malcolm brought in Scots who've fought in the Ragnarok games and other live steel events around the world, to be our pawns."

His words hit me like the business end of a cricket bat. "Bloody hell."

Sam shrugged. "King Malcolm dinnae enjoy losing." From the side of the field where the upper class boxes were, bagpipes and drums began playing, and Sam and I both glanced over to where the king and several others, including Myste, had started towards us. We waved at our respective teams to join us before resuming our conversation. "Our coach told us the king wants the crowd stoked like a coal furnace before he announces closer ties to the English, and not to go blabbing about it."

I calmed down and slowly began nodding. "My grandfather and I had dinner last night with Ambassador Bannon and his family, so I have an idea of the political situation right now." I could not help but smile. "You ruddy bastard. We are going to hammer ourselves to death on your pawns."

"While the best of Edinburgh's university players swoop in for the kill. Mate, we've had the team assembled and practicing against these bastards for months, and they're some of the toughest－" 

From the direction of the Scottish side, beyond the stands, a kettle drum began booming as the crowd between the upper class barrier and the regular stands began parting like Moses commanding the Red Sea. Both the king and his people, and our respective teams that had almost reached us, stopped and stared as Sam said, "Bugger me, what's that?"

Women were snatching up a few frightened children out of the path of an Ogre beating a pair of kettledrums he carried on a harness in front of him. A parade of figures followed in his wake. As they marched past the stands and turned towards the grassy area separating the benches from the chess board, a sense of unease coiled itself around my insides. Behind the Ogre, a lad perhaps twelve years old carried a slender pole with a white banner flapping in the wind. The wings of its coal black raven in the center of the banner seemed to flap as well. 

Behind him marched figures wearing white tabards with black ravens on both front and back, carrying War Chess weapons and shields, while behind them lurched six large figures, four of them the size of a half, or even a full blooded Ogre. All of them wore black cloaks with deep hoods covering their faces. My unease grew. "Is that the flag of the Olde Norse Empire?"

"Aye, but what the bloody hell are they doing here?"

A short, stocky figure with nut brown skin and long brown hair, braided with bits of gold and gems sparkling in the sunlight, moved away from the group and frantically waved in my direction as she grinned. My heart sank like I once did in a cenote. "Bloody Bollocks. The Koncava there is Dame Kerry, a muck snipe of the worst kind."

"You know her?"

I grimaced. "We have a history."

Before I could go on, the bagpipes faltered and died as King Malcolm strode onto the playing field and shouted, "What is the meaning of this outrage?"

His four ceremonial guards had lowered their halberds in a fighting stance while other guards with rifles were taking positions either on the ground or in the wooden watchtower above the royal box, as the Ogre glanced back behind him as if hearing a spoken word. He ended the drum beat with a flourish and dropped to one knee. 

Everyone else in the group went to one knee as well, except for a blond haired young man about my age with a sparse beard, and an old Eldarion with drooping ear spirals. For some reason the Eldarion looked familiar. Neither of them wore tabards or armor, but instead had on the rough cut, tunic like suits favored by upper class men of the Olde Norse Empire, dark as the raven on the flag still flapping in the breeze.

The two walked past their fellows onto the squares of the board, rifles held by the guards on the watchtower trailing them as they both stopped a square away from the king and bowed. "Your Majesty," the Eldarion said as they both straightened back up, "our apologies for this intrusion." I recognized his face as he said, "My name is Jarl Aran, Beast-master of the Olde Norse Empire, and this is Emperor Sargon's youngest son, Prince Dernhelm. We are here at the express request of your daughter, Princess Morag."

Princess Morag had a tight grip on Myste's hand as she turned to face the glaring king. "Father, I thought the good people might appreciate a more exciting match than the English pounding our poor Edinburgh players into the dirt. Besides, Emperor Sargon thought it high time he showed the world a few of the creations, crafted by Jarl Aran from Dernhelm's blood, that he has at his command."

As she finished, Prince Dernhelm turned around, put his little fingers to each side of his mouth, and gave a piercing whistle. In response, the six hulking figures stood up and ripped off their cloaks.

Three of them were a hybrid of man and troll, with grey, blotchy skin and lumpy muscles, large as a half-Ogre with maniacal, deformed faces. Two were more human sized but covered with fur, even on their faces, which had a definite wolfish cast, and the last... 

It was a nightmare of lizard and human, at least seven feet tall, with greenish-grey skin covered in scales and its body slightly hunched over. Its beady eyes, set deep in a skull crisscrossed with bony ridges, stared directly into mine. It opened its mouth and bared its sharp, ragged teeth in a savage smile as the crowd around the group erupted in panic. Sam looked at me. "Bugger me blind, what the bloody hell are those things?"

"Monsters," I replied in a soft voice. "Jarl Aran creates them for the Ragnarok games."

"Jon," Richard Moore called out as the English and Scottish teams began circling around us, "what the bloody hell is going on?"

Before I could reply, King Malcolm growled, "Morag, this jest has gone on long enough."

"No jest, Your Majesty." Princess Morag's eyes were cold and her face pitiless. "I want to watch the Norse warriors pound the little Englishmen into the dirt."

"Again, my apologies," Jarl Aran said, "but before Your Majesty calls this off, as is understandable, Your Majesty should know that Emperor Sargon authorized agents to post bills all over the city early this morning, announcing the change in plans."

"Court Herald," King Malcolm snapped as he turned on the white faced man, "why was I not informed of this?" The poor man's mouth worked like a fish out of water and the king waved a meaty hand in dismissal. "Worthless, all of you. So, you think to force my hand with this low handed trick?" The Eldarion shrugged and the king stabbed his forefinger at the malformed creatures. "You cannot seriously expect me to allow such monstrosities to play the pieces in a War Chess match."

"The rules allow it," Princess Morag replied. "According to what I read, as long as a person has at least one human parent, that person is allowed to fight."

"In places like Londinium's East-end pits," the king shot back. "Matches in civilized places only allow human players."

Jarl Aran spread his palms out towards the king in an open gesture. "Your Majesty, the team I brought in at your daughter's request is completely in accordance with the official rules of War Chess. Either allow us to play or risk appearing foolish in the eyes of your people."

"Father, get out of the way so the Norse can humiliate the English."

King Malcolm stared at her a moment before turning around and looking at both teams standing together. As his gaze swept over us, a grim smile came to his face, and I wondered what was up as his face went cold again. "Myste," he said over his shoulder, "come join me." Princess Morag let her go and Myste hurried over as he motioned at the Herald. "Activate your speaking device so I can address the crowd when I am ready." Myste reached him and he took her by the hand as the princess had done, pulling her along as he called out, "All players, Scottish and English, come with me."

Princess Morag's eyes narrowed. "Father, what are you doing?"

"Watch and learn." Mystified, we followed in the king's wake until we had reached our side of the board, and stopped. We all began to kneel but the king waved us up. "No time for that. Jon, are you willing to fight for the Scottish team?"

"I... yes, of course. But only as Queen's Champion," I blurted out. Sam scowled and I added, "No offense, but as a good friend says, I fight like a Kilkenny cat with a sword in each hand."

"Sam," Myste said, "don't be thick. You yourself admitted Jon's likely the better fighter."

Sam's cheeks reddened, but then he put his hand on his hips. "I want First Bishop then."

"Done." I turned towards the corner of the board where our coaches and others stood watching. "Your Majesty, do you see the large half-Orku male standing over there?" The king nodded, and I said, "I want him as Second Bishop."

"But half-Orku aren't allowed to play," someone called out. "They're too immune to pain."

"If they get to bend the rules," King Malcolm said, "then so do we."

A sly smile spread over Sam's face. "Aye, in that case, your majesty, I've got a couple half-bloods in mind to play the rooks."

King Malcolm's grim smile returned. "Jonathan, you and Sam organize the team and be ready. Myste, come with me but stay far enough away so the speaking device does not blow up in my face."

She nodded, gnawing her bottom lip for a moment. "Your Majesty, may I have a moment with Jon?"

He shook his head. "Time for that later. Right now, I want you looking lost and forlorn."

"Aye, that won't be hard." 

They turned and walked back towards the center of the field, my heart torn between fear for her and anger at Princess Morag and the Norse. "Aye, I'm not happy about this either," Sam said, "but at least now we've got a chance. There's a pair of half-Ogres I've got in mind for the rooks."

I turned on him. "You cannot be serious."

"As bloody serious as you are about a half-Orku."

I fought to keep my anger in check. "Sam, my friend Baroda has been training us, and he is the reason we have a good shot at the Victoria Cup this year. Ogres are too wild and unpredictable to be of any use." Sam set his mouth in a firm line as he crossed his large arms over his chest, and a note of exasperation entered my voice. "Were the stakes not so high I would be willing to chance it, but－"

"You think I dinnae know that? God's wounds, if we lose, Myste gets passed around like a bloody party favor among the Norse, including those creatures." He exhaled sharply as he uncrossed his arms. "Look, this is nae England, where Ogres are treated like animals. Here in Scotland we treat them with respect, and teach them discipline." He waved his arms about. "Bloody hell, my brother Frode's standing for Parliament on a platform including getting them rights... and that's full blooded Ogres. Half-bloods already have them." He exhaled again. "Jon, I know you're worried, but keep the head and trust me on this. Alright?"

Last night at dinner Ambassador Bannon had mentioned Ogre's rights, and I could not for the life of me wrap my mind around the concept. Yet, I also remembered how dignified their half-Ogre servant had always been, and thought to all the West-end households with Scottish born half-Ogre servants. I glanced back across the field and shuddered. "Sam, are you sure they will not go berserk? That will get a piece kicked off the field faster than anything."
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