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			To all those who inspired me to make this book

		

	
		
			CHAPTER I 
EARLY SPRING

			They were part of the ancestral knowledge of her people. They were described in her sacred books; her mentors not only believed in them, but they also claimed to have experienced them in the past. They had studied them, but her vast knowledge and intelligence did not allow her to believe. She questioned the existence of such force, but soon her doubts would be dispelled, and her deepest fears would be confirmed.

		

	
		
			1 
At the beginning

			I entered the castle like a devon, without noticing who was following me like a shadow. When I saw that pair of women, I asked them in a sour voice:

			“Where is my bedchamber?”

			One of them hurried to show me the way with a dubious gesture. Then she began to walk. I followed her, making a superhuman effort not to stagger. I did not want to show my condition, I did not feel like explaining anything; the only thing I wanted was to be alone, alone so I could think and recover.

			She opened the door, I walked through and, before I let her even try to put a foot in the bedroom, I said, “thank you” and closed it in her face. With difficulty I walked to the bed, I stood up, holding on to one of the wooden pillars, I felt I was fading, I needed air. I made it to the window, took a couple of deep breaths until the dizziness was gone and immediately my mind began to go over and over what had happened. I still couldn’t take it in. I looked up at the horizon: the sun was going down, soon the light would disappear and the darkness would break through. “Darkness,” I said to myself. Whether I liked it or not, this was it, even if a part of me refused to accept it. Would not, could not, should not.

			As always, my thoughts were interrupted when the door opened; loneliness was a luxury I could not afford. I pursed my mouth, grumbled in protest of her presence, asked her to go away and leave me alone. That was useless, it took me longer to say it than she is putting her hands on me to take off my clothes. 

			“Do not move and stay still!” she ordered, very annoyed. 

			For her, a wound was not a subject for discussion, only for healing. Particularly like the one in my whole back. I had bled a lot, but not anymore. 

			“Do not worry! They will heal themselves, I’m tired, leave me alone!---I complained, looking at her out of the corner of my eye as I lay down on the bed, foolishly hoping she would go away.” 

			Ignoring me, she went to the table by the fireplace and took all the things out of her bag. She was annoying! As stubborn as me or even worse. She pulled out a small bottle with a thick white liquid, stood in front of me and ordered me to drink it. I was in no mood to argue, so if that would make her leave, I agreed. Reluctantly, I snatched what she offered me; as I imagined, odorously repulsive and twice as disgusting. I don’t think one of her potions would ever be drinkable. 

			After swallowing it all, a strange feeling came over my whole body and suddenly, made me get up. A suffocating heat compressed my chest as if a sack full of embers were on top of me, I took a few steps towards the balcony. Again, the imperative need for air! I did not understand what was happening to me, I took a couple of breaths of air. Bewildered, I turned to look at her and found a skeptical face with dilated pupils staring at my back. I tried to look sideways, but an indescribable pain paralyzed me. It burned, it stung, it made me dizzy. It made me want to vomit. I fell kneeling while a thick hot liquid was dripping from the wound. Dark drops fell beside me, as dark as the heart of the one who made it. A bucket appeared in time in front of me. With a single gag, remnants of the poison came out of my mouth. She gave me a blanket to clean myself, grabbed me by the waist to help me stand up and we returned to bed. Reluctantly, I let myself fall down. The wrenching pain was ceasing, I felt relief, but a lot of weakness at the same time. As I wiped the bitter residue of gall from my lips, suddenly, subtle as she was, she grabbed my hair and pulled my head up. 

			“What the devo...!” 

			I was about to renege, when I noticed, her bewildered eyes on mine. Then, one moment later, she released me with the same abruptness with which she had lifted me. 

			“Some poison came out, but the rest was absorbed by your body,” she thoughtfully explained, turning her back to me. 

			“Better than nothing,” I muttered in a ridiculously encouraging tone. 

			Without paying me attention, she said: 

			“Your eyes changed color,” she noted. 

			“Some wee...” she didn’t let me finish, she guessed. 

			“None that I know. Still, I do not think that...” now I interrupted her. 

			“Please! Do not tell me that now you believe in that nonsense too,” I exclaimed, annoyed. 

			I was in no mood for superstition. Ignoring me, she continued, talking to herself: 

			“I read it many times. I didn’t think it was possible. Instead, there is it and I just witnessed...” she paused as I turned my eyes up to the sky. 

			“I’m tired!” I loudly complained, throwing the blanket on the floor in disgust. 

			“That was enough, I would not go on with that subject,” I said to myself and lay face down. 

			“You do not understand!” she said in a stern tone. “If the books are not wrong, the poison was only the physical seal of the pact and the transcoloration its beginning,” she sentenced. 

			I stood there motionless, ignoring her and trying to rest, but between holding back all the ideas swirling around in my head and the horrible, uncomfortable nausea that was coming on, I could not. 

			I did not know what was causing them, whether it was Atlea’s horrible potion or the stupid threat that either: I do this order or I will be doomed. Ugh! It was not even worth repeating. Ridiculous! I mockingly thought. Although if it was true, it would not only break the laws of this world and the other, but it would also destroy the principles forged under fire, struggle and blood of my ancestors. Treaties preserved painfully for generations, the foundations of our ideals and morals would be questioned, not to mention the consequences and destruction of our people. Devon spitting at me! makes me so angry. My insides churned to see how he had tried to destroy and debase an act so sacred to the Noroccedans with one of his many devonian ideas. My father felt the same, he shared his beliefs and the same principles. I did not. It was never a secret to the family. “The family,” I repeated with irony. 

			Since I was a child, I knew this was not for me, the simple idea was illogical, not to mention the thought of... Oh, my Lord! just to get the weight of fake talk off my shoulders. Now, thinking about it for a moment, I was in between the lives of two wonderful beings who welcomed and loved me as their own blood. I would drag them away, there was no choice, I had to. If was not for that, I would just let time pass or I would not even be thinking twice about it. What angers me the most was knowing that he had planned it ahead of time, for a long time. I must say, it had everything in mind, even the guarantee that every whim would be fulfilled. It was always smart! I never feared of it, nor asked for it, but now death looked much more attractive and honorable than this. Perhaps pierce my chest with a dagger... No! That would have been too kind for a heart full of evil and plunged in darkness. Suddenly, a phrase from my father came to my mind. Even in defeat, we must take strength and raise our heads, because the enemy must be looked at the eyes and not at the feet. 

			I could not keep up with my thoughts, they were clouded by a light choking layer of smoke around me. 

			“Great! Do not you think I’m disgusted and poisoned enough without your damn remedies?” I said, very annoyed. 

			“I need to clean the wound. Otherwise, it will get infected and only then it won’t hurt,” she assured. 

			“Leave it!” I growled and tried to get up. 

			I could not, the herbs that burned and twisted under the slow fire of the fireplace were beginning to have their effect. I hated them. I disliked them, they gave me nightmares, they made me remember things I wanted to forget and, without being able to help it, I was sinking into a deep sleep, going back to the beginning of time... 

			This is what the ancient people told us, the stories that were passed down from generation to generation when the world was young. When winters were long and cold, the wide and lonely plains, the untamed mountains and dense forests. Deep in the sand of the sky two created life and gave life to all that we know. Until inevitably the war between light and darkness began. One of them, blinded by grief, broke all the laws of balance and spawned mighty armies of hideous creatures, harmful beings full of fury and rage, born to destroy all that the other loved most, the creation. Legions of light beings fought to restore the balance, but long was the battle, bitter the victory and even more painful the end. One was cast into the depths of darkness, where it could never again do harm, and the other had to survive alone with its grief. By the time, the darkness made its way: they whispered, in the ears of men, the devonies of pride, greed, anger, discord, envy and, the worst of all, lust, which precisely began the wars of lineage. Man’s lineage would be called patriarchy and woman’s, matriarchy. Both, unfair and atrocious, filled the earth with blood, death and devastation. By the time the Lord sent his legans to restore order, it was too late, perversion had taken root in the heart of man. 

			It was a long time before a young sage with pure heart, disgusted, proposed peace treaties and only then the light hit the darkness, the earth began to heal and love blossomed between young people of different lineage. The son of a patriarch attached to the daughter of a matriarch fought together for harmony, restoration and a new social order among peoples. That lineage is where my ancestors come from…

		

	
		
			2 
Home

			Griseland is a vast land divided in four territories. To the southeast, among the great sandy plains, under a warm climate is Orionset or, as called by the ancestors, land of temptation; it is said that its insides spit out precious stones of brilliant colors, and from its trees sprout exquisite and exotic fruits of unique flavors. Little is known of the southwest, so it has been called Amenet or the unknown land. Wandering travelers say that there is no winter, only heat. Its forests are full of immense poisonous plants and frightful monsters that they guard the white lands that reach the unfathomable and vast southern sea. In the north, very close to us, is Noroccedan or land of plenty; for its thick, dark and enclosed forests of temperate climate most of the year. Finally, to the northeast, much farther north in the highlands, Nortland or motherland; where summer is mild and short, winter is long and cold, which might be too much for others, but not for us Northlanders, who love ice. And there is it, on the top of a hill, between the wooded foothills and the semi-arid mountains, my home the North Castle, built by my great-great-grandfather with smooth, gray and firm stone, with four beautiful towers at each corner. From there, every morning when I wake up, I admire with curiosity the hustle and bustle of gardeners, planters, sheepherders, cattlemen, carters and every passerby who comes to town with the purposeof selling, visiting, bringing or carrying all kinds of merchandise. Everywhere you look, there is life, joy and tranquility; perhaps too much for me or, as my mother used to say, “until I got up”. 

			My life was about what a young noblewoman and future heiress of her parents’ trade had to learn, studies and more studies or, what is the same, boredom and more boredom. My father, King Terra, was a pure-blooded Noroccedan and, like all of them, tall, white, blond hair, light blue eyes, stocky body and with fine features. Very cultured, refined, kind and extremely patient, he had to be. He had the difficult and complicated task of instructing me in law, matters of nation, politics, beliefs and even morals and ethics. He considered this to be the basis of our system of life. He fully believed in our principles, creed, justice and respect, but, above all, in equality between lineages. He said it was the only thing that prevented people from tearing each other to pieces. He also defended the freedom of every young person, regardless of sex, birth or descent. He believed that everyone should be able to decide what to do according to their agility or the profession of their parents. 

			In my case, I could not say the same, my profession and my studies were mandatory. I learned literature, languages, philosophy, physics, science, humanities, ancient studies and mathematics with the very interesting Mede Roselin; an old, white, chubby and petite woman with gray hair and impatient nature. Uff! what a horror, just remembering. As for how to run a castle, etiquette and protocol, I was taught by my mother, Julian. Finally, the best part of the day and the only one I really enjoyed came with sword practice, war tactics, defense and, my favorite exercise the bow; I practiced them with dad’s chief guard, Musie Alea. Noroccedanse, tall, white and very big; dexterous like no one else with the sword, no one knew who could surpass her. Her amazing skills in battle were very famous, but, above all, her best and most great quality: being an incredible example and great teacher. I not only respected her, had an immense affection and admiration for her, I also dreamed of being like her someday. 

			“That depends on whether you practice a lot and work twice as hard. Maybe that’s the only way you’ll be better than me someday,” she said. 

			She was my father’s right hand and faithful friend. They had a very special relationship of respect and trust, but they also joked a lot. Dad used to say that he was afraid to go into battle with her because she would defeat him in the blink of an eye. To which Musie Alea would reply: 

			“I would never dare such daring with Musie Julian at his side,” she replied politely and smiley. 

			The reputation of the Northlanders for being agile and very fast in battle preceded, above all, my mother. Anyone would think twice about fighting with her, the best of her generation. She was the typical example of our race: slim, not so tall, dark curly hair, golden skin, light brown eyes and the particularity of having wide hips, which according to Dad drove him crazy about her; but not only that: he loved, respected and adored her. Her word was worth as much as his. It was a shared command in all matters of the town: military, political or family; everything was discussed and approved by agreement. It was not always easy because, although Mom was usually witty and prudent, but sometimes she was too insistent and stubborn. “Tell me about it,” I would say to myself. 

			“That’s why I always listen to your mother, I do not dare contradict her,” my father joked, adding that he had to behave, otherwise something more than his neck would be in danger. 

			Upon hearing this, Mom rolled her eyes up and they would both end up laughing. 

			Mom always made it clear to me that the base of their relationship was Dad’s faithfulness to her. It was a sacred principle. All curses and condemnations came from breaking that little commandment he shared with his Noroccedan counterpart, King Teos. A tall, slender, broad-shouldered man, something that made him look bigger, with dark blue eyes, very fine features and hair as red as blood. I often thought of thinking about him as a galle because of the crest on his head. Their laws and principles were very similar to ours, with some slight differences, especially in matters of lineage. To them women were too valuable, delicate and even fragile to be exposed to what they considered unnecessary and risky occupations. As a result, few of their women were skilled in arms and fit for war. Although to be fair, I should clarify, not by prohibition or imposition, but by a slight inclination of thought to what they considered best for each lineage. Something worthy of admiration was the strong rigor with which they applied the laws to protect the integrity of the female sex. Any slightest offense committed against a woman was cause for the strongest and most rigorous punishments, which I dare to say were extreme. Many people dared to assure that it was due to the firm hand behind the throne of Queen Avei. But they didn’t know, the real reason it was the infinite love the king had for the woman figure. He was the second most in love man I could have ever met in my short life. And how could I blame him, Queen Avei was not only beautiful on the outside. She had an imposing bearing, wonderful green eyes, beautiful straight hair as golden as if it was pure gold, incredible wisdom and, above all, a strong and unbreakable character. And Egad! did she need it to deal with her handsome, but very stubborn husband. Although, according to what I heard between the hallways, she did not use her character, but her best weapon: her convincing power. 

			“You are always going to give in anyway. So, I do not understand why you don’t just agree with her once and for all,” my father advised King Teos.

			“I like when she convinces me with her beautiful attributes,” he said as both drowned in a barrel of wiñe. 

			It was no secret that they settled their affairs in a very strange way, which caused me to let out an exclamation of displeasure: 

			“Ouch!” The same one that led me to be discovered. 

			“Well, well! But look who we have here,” said King Teos as he peeked under the table and lifted the tablecloth. “To my future daughter in law!” 

			He pulled me by the hand and then took me in his arms and filled me with kisses, while dad looked at me very seriously. But then, to my good fortune, seeing my “please do not!” face, accompanied by my thousand contemptuous shrews for being the victim of an attack of honeyed touch and being squeezed to near suffocation as a supposed sign of affection, I ended up giving him first pity and then laugh, because he knew I hated it. My tolerance for that kind of affection was limited to my parents and perhaps the occasional relative I trusted. 

			As always, the complaint from the Mede snitch Roselin could not wait, making sure that I received that speech almost every day, you know, “a noblewoman should never listen behind or under doors, tables, walls, cracks or windows to other people’s conversations”. Once the speech was over or almost over, it occurred to me to ask what they called attributes. Mom, raising an eyebrow, summarized: 

			“They are the natural weapons the Lord has given us.” Not fully understanding, I wrinkled my nose. 

			“And where’s the women do not need brawn as much as brain?” I dramatized irritated with a hoarse voice while my mother calmly took a brush to fix my untamable golden-brown hair. 

			“That’s what I mean,” she dryly added. 

			That made me bring a hand to my face. I was never sure if I would ever understand what she meant by that. Anyway, my life was divided between books, ceremonies, practices, commitments and more commitments. Although every now and then, or rather very often, we were visited by the nobles of Noroccedan, and not only by them, but also by their entire retinue. By this I mean the immense number of children that Queen Avei had, a whole platoon, five of them! 

			“Luckily, they do not live nearby,” exclaimed Mede Olga, our cook, when mother announced her arrival. 

			Unlike her, to my parents it was a source of great joy. Mom said it gave life to the castle; and Dad, excitement to our routine and a good opportunity for me to live with a different kind of upbringing, to learn to be more tolerant and patient, in particular that. I did not understand how my parents could put up with the string of dreadful pranks, disastrous accidents and colossal messes made by the cheerful visitors. 

			“Raising, or rather, bad raising,” I complained bitterly to my father. “They are a bunch of savages, not like normal children! They have problems with the girls: they tease me and follow me to pull my hair like a bacallo.” 

			He was amused by my reproach and even more so when I turned my head away, twisted my mouth and emitted a grunt of annoyance. I did not need to live with them, it was obvious how different we were. To me they were a bunch of rude, unbearable, sassy brats. 

			“This could be an excellent opportunity for you to show them what the girls are capable of. A little humiliation wouldn’t hurt; do not you think?” he said with a suggestive smile. 

			The idea of teaching those cocky little kids a lesson was a great idea for me. 

			“Come on, let’s go! Do not waste any more time, let’s go,” he said, giving me a kiss on the cheek. 

			That was what we could consider as an expectation, the reality was different. 

			That time, I made my way to the front gardens and, once I got their attention by raising my voice in the midst of their uproar, I requested a duel as Musie Alea had taught me, insisting on dueling with their best man. They kept silent, looked at me and looked at each other and then the louts burst out laughing in my face. I rolled my eyes without relaxing my position until Russell, the eldest one, stopped laughing, took the matter seriously and took the lead. 

			“It’s a joke, Musie!” he exclaimed as I shook my head from side to side in denial. “Well, then, for this to be a fair duel it is necessary to find an opponent of her level,” he proposed giving me the option to choose and I chose the one that annoyed me the most. 

			“No!” exclaimed Russell and Brad when they heard the name. 

			“Interesting choice,” added Cole. 

			“She’s crazy!” muttered Colín. 

			Again, I shook my head sideways saying: 

			“You heard me, or are you afraid of a woman?” I said with as much pride as I could. 

			That always got them immediately, and the appointee replied: 

			“Fear of a woman? Never,” he declared with mild indignation, stepping forward and drawing his sword. 

			Liam was the tallest and thickest of them, ready to duel with anyone, quite aggressive and violent by nature. He was the one who always bothered me. “It was time for us to settle the score,” I said to myself, preparing to duel. But before I started Russell grabbed him by the arm and pulled him away from where he was for a moment. As I warmed up by giving my sword a few swings, he whispered something in his ear, which I assumed was combat technique. Then he walked towards me, got into position, we greeted each other by clashing our swords and started the duel. He was really good, but I wasn’t far behind. Mom said we were small, but quick and cunning. The fight became very close. After a while, I remembered that he had four years in advantage of studying and practicing; but I had a lot of confidence in myself, I felt I could beat him. Our swords had no edge, they were for training. Even so, I inadvertently took a wrong step, slipped and accidentally cut him on the right cheek, which made him furious. He let out a half snarl, put a hand to his face and, seeing his fingers smeared with blood, said nothing, but drew on his face a smile that had nothing kind about it. Then he performed a most unpleasant act, he licked them. Ugh! How disgusting, I thought. 

			“Liiiaaam,” Russell warned. 

			“You are going to regret it,” he muttered menacingly as he approached, and of course a real brawl ensued. 

			His weight and size made me struggle to contain his blows, which got me tired after a while. 

			“Ask me to stop,” he whispered as he entangled his sword with mine, roughly grabbed my free hand behind my back and pulled me towards him. 

			“You ask me,” I growled, pushing him away to break free from his grip. 

			The only thing going through my mind was that I had to beat him no matter what, because I would not even ask him to stop. Suddenly, to my luck and his bad luck, when he jumped on me, he did not notice a hole that the gardener had dug earlier in the morning. He fell down, it was full of bacallo droppings. The smell would last him a lifetime. He got furious and after cursing his brothers a couple of times for their shameless laughter, he turned to me and threatened me in a horrible tone. 

			“Someday, someday I’ll give you a real beating,” he bellowed. 

			“The day you, sir, succeed, that day my father and your father will give you a royal chastisement,” I mocked, not noticing that Musie Alea was watching us from a distance and holding a hand to his face. My phrase had not pleased her, it was clear, least of all Liam, which was getting redder and redder. 

			“When I rule, women will not touch a sword.” He assured. 

			I could not help but laugh at such comment, at that point my mother appeared to give us a threatening look, which ended jokes and laughs. She was truly ashamed. She gently reached out to Liam to pull him out from the stinking grass and bring him inside for personal attention. She had to give him a couple of good baths with many herbs to get rid of the unpleasant smell and then preach Dad and me. 

			“Good Lord! how did you think of that, Terra? There is no greater humiliation for a Noroccedan than to be beaten in a duel by a woman,” she angrily scolded Dad. 

			“But, honey, coming from a Nortlander...” Mom interrupted. 

			“Precisely because she is a Nortlander, not just a mede, we must teach her to respect other customs, not to defy them. Besides, it’s not good for her to go around triggering men, especially Teos and Avei’s children” she pointed out annoyed. 

			Dad did not contradict her anymore, he kept silent while he closed one eye on me when she wasn’t looking at us. 

			“With children it’s inevitable, it happens,” Queen Avei would say, trying to calm things down whenever she was informed of one of our incidents. But my mother’s real concern was that one day we would do ourselves irreparable harm, and that was to be expected. I had to admit, they annoyed me, but I loved to exasperate them, particularly Liam. 

			Each one of them had his own character and different way of bothering me. Russell, as the older brother, was in charge of keeping an eye on us. He acted as judge during our confrontations and reported our mischief, once it was done, of course. I do not remember him ever blaming me for initiating or playing a prank on me, I must say, although I did not doubt, he was the master mind himself behind my back. Brad used to throw or hide things at me and give me a good hair-pulling to chase him down, never mind landing in some dirty hole of water when I retaliated. In the great hall he would almost always sit next to me to get something off my plate not out of hunger, but out of pleasure; his teasing was gentle and never had any consequences to regret. Now, Colín was a very rare case, he would make poetic or romantic interpretations at inappropriate moments, he would narrate frightening stories in order to scare me. Puurrr! He never succeeded. He would also do very strange things, like talking to shadows or black catos. Cole was sweet and giggly, but no less unbearable. At dinner he used to put the most disgusting antes on my plate before dinner: grañas, carachacas or sinosgus; and he would also hide things from me and pull on my dress so I would trip during dance practice. And finally, the worst of all, Liam. His pranks always ended badly, sometimes on him, mostly for me: in fainting spells, blows, scratches, wounds and sometimes even fractures. Usually, I was the one who got hurt, but he got the worst of it. The punishment depended on the offense and its severity: unintentional assaults, intentional assaults, missed captures, not consummated attempted murder by the judgment of the witness, Russell. With Liam you never won and, as unbelievable as it sounds, there were times when I felt very sorry for him when I saw the tremendous beatings he received, often because of me. My father never gave me any physical punishment, but his parents, who did believe in strict discipline, did. I will never understand why Liam, knowing what he could get, still picked on me.

		

	
		
			3 
Uneven drops

			My father had a brother, half-brother actually, Eithan. My grandfather got married twice, first to a Noroccedan, my father’s mother, who died three days after giving birth. The sadness was so great that in the village it was said from that day on they lived in an eternal winter and the medes told that you could still hear in the corners of the castle the song my grandmother sang to the son she would never see grow up. I have never heard it, but I would like to. 

			Those were very hard times. But, like everything in life, time passed until one day, finally, after many months, spring returned and, with it, my grandfather’s second greatest love: a wonderful young woman who grew up in these lands, small, thin, with brown skin, as we Nortlander women usually are and a noble and intelligent soul that not only won her husband’s heart, but also my father’s, who loved her as his own mother. Happiness was complete when my uncle was born, but, unfortunately, the joy did not last forever. A couple of years later, winter returned, and this time to stay, his second wife suddenly died. Grandfather was resigned, but he never wanted to get married again, not because he could not, since he believed that the human being had the capacity to love not once, but many times, yet he also thought he was destined to widowhood and he would not take another loss. So, he devoted his body and soul to govern wisely and to the hard task of raising two sons who, although at first glance were very alike, soon began to show deeper differences than just skin tone. He always thought that discrepancies, far from separating, brought people closer together and that they were necessary for them to get along with each other, and Dad wanted to believe the same. 

			Before grandfather died, he left my father in charge of Nortland; and my uncle as ambassador of Orionset, who lived in a castle very close to the border. He visited us constantly, but when he moved to the town of the sands something changed, his visits became not only more distant, but more and more stormy. Whenever he came, he would argue for hours and hours with Dad: at the table, in the great hall, in the book room, in the kitchen, in the garden. At first, because of his alleged bad habits and lawbreaking, which reached Dad’s ears from good sources, meaning, from Musie Alea, who was in charge of keep an eye on him. His strange political, ethical and moral ideas and principles of social order did not fit with Dad’s thinking and our beliefs. He said that ancient societies had a better system. He believed in patriarchy, old customs, ancient cults and pushed my father to apply them. 

			“I cannot believe you even dare to suggest it,” he once raised his voice in annoyance. “History taught us the devastating consequences of that system,” he reminded him angrily. 

			After each fight, my uncle would leave and Dad would get very disappointed, not to say devastated. He could not explain how a man with his intelligence waste his gifts on obscure theories and bad vices. Mom supported him, while I could not say the same; with me he had a very different relationship: sweet, joking and very warm. We loved each other very much and I have numerous memories of his details and affection. He was one of the few people from whom I accepted physical contact as a child, for example, he used to hold my chin. 

			“My beautiful honey eyes!” he greeted me, remarking with pride in the uniqueness of our eyes. 

			And I say “ours,” including his, which were of an unusual black color with peculiar blue sparks. 

			Sadly, over time I began to notice a different behavior. He would wander and examine the castle surroundings for hours, almost always at night, he was desperate to go out and had strange mood swings, especially when Orionset was mentioned to him. Later, he began to say meaningless phrases to me; he would mutter with a sad and lost look: “I would kill for you”, “the root of darkness comes from the woman”, “if I could go back, if I could”, “I would tear my heart out before..., but...”. I was not the only one who noticed it. 

			“The prince has something that gets on my nerves,” said Mede Roselin one afternoon in the kitchen. 

			“He is beautiful like his mother, but dark as night.” I heard Mede Olga say in a tone I did not like. 

			Thinking about it, on one occasion I remember very well having observed something very strange. He was gone with a frown on his face when I thought I saw his eyes change from black to red, as if they were covered in blood, and then they returned to their natural color. When I mentioned it to Musie Alea, she explained that it was because there were men who liked a certain type of drug that produced that effect. For some reason, I was not very convinced by her explanation. I thought it was about something else, my suspicions were confirmed when he developed an addictive obsession with red color: he chose drinks and food in that shade. Once he cut some red roses; when he saw me, he ripped off their buttons. As he squeezed them in his hands, he said lovingly as he gave them to me: 

			“The petals are beautiful but fragile, nevertheless, thorns hurt, but they are strong.” 

			I remember when I took the stems, I hurt myself. After a slight whimper, blood began to gush out of me. Then he bent down in front of me, asked for my hand, I extended it to him, he took it carefully, kissed it and then delicately licked the liquid that came out while a cold breeze surprised us and penetrated to the bone. I felt no fear for myself, but I did fear for him, for the secrets he was hiding. I had a feeling that they could destroy him or hurt my father and from that day on things became even stranger, especially when he visited us with Aunt Aneth. 

			In my opinion, they were opposites, two totally different people. For a Noroccedan, she was very thin, with long, almost white hair, dark eyes and sweet, too much for him. For as long as I can remember, I remember her cautious, diluted in her thoughts as if she was carrying a heavy burden, especially when he would leave in the evenings, and she would watch him walk away from the balcony. I could tell she did not like it, but she did not cry. Hidden behind a curtain, it occurred to me that a part of her was resigned to the fact that there was nothing she could do but wait, and it made me sad to see her so disillusioned. 

			I would quietly come out of my corner, hold her hand in support of her pain and she would react by turning to look at me, transforming her seriousness into an affable smile. 

			“Remember this, honey, I will always be your aunt wherever I am, no matter time. Whenever you need me, look for me, I’ll be there.” 

			I never dared to ask why she told me that. I assumed that her problems were due to the gossip: “Seven years of marriage and she cannot have children because no child survives her”. 

			“That’s something no man forgives,” I heard Mede Roselin say. 

			Maybe that was the reason for my uncle’s indifference and horrible attitude, her sadness and the affection they had for me as the daughter they could not have. He never said where he was going, but it was rumored that he went to drink in some delburt and ordered Mede Olga to prepare separate bedrooms for them with the excuse that he didn’t want to bother my aunt on his return in the early morning. 

			“How is the poor thing ever going to get pregnant if he always comes drunk?” Mede Roselin pointed out. 

			“How she going to get pregnant if he does not sleep with her,” Olga said with insolence. 

			“Olgaaa,” said my mother when she heard her, as Mede Olga sulked and quietly said that it was the truth. 

			The truth was that he would disappear for up to three nights in a row. When more than two weeks passed, word would spread that he was traveling beyond the highlands to the frozen areas to meet with some very strange people. He never took my aunt with him, he only left with his guard. Still, Dad was concerned, not only because he drank and committed serious offenses against our law, but also because he feared that someday something very bad might happen to him. Among the gossip of the medes, there was already mention infidelity. And if that was true, my aunt could denounce him and there would be no consideration for who he was, he would be judged and would have to respond. As my father used to say: justice must be above any friendship, blood or lineage. 

			My mother says that it was not always like that, many months before my grandfather died, when my uncle had just married, things were very different. We had never seen a more in love couple than the two of them, a childlike love that grew over time. They played games, made jokes, danced for hours, talked for days and showed each other thousands of signs of affection and devotion. The love was felt all around until the day my grandfather died and he had to leave for Orionset.

			She begged to take her with him because one night before she had a bad feeling, he said no because of the uncomfortable and dangerous trip, he swore to return soon and with a kiss he said goodbye.

			“Nobody knows how everything happened, but we do know how it started and it was never the same again,” my mother recalled with deep regret. “Your uncle did not return soon as he had promised, almost three months passed until on a bad night with a full red moon, strong pains came upon Aneth. No one imagined it, they had not been married long and we did not know it until a lifeless bloody sack came out of her. She was with child and, unfortunately, that was the first child to be lost.” 

			Grief was felt as if two had died. My aunt faced the loss, alone, with resignation and struggled hard to recover. Although her long, straight hair whitened as the only reminder of that firstborn who never lived. To her great misfortune, the healer affirmed that he would have been a beautiful boy. 

			My aunt begged everyone not to tell my uncle what had happened, especially when one day miraculously after seven long months he, who had been lost, returned and brought joy back to the castle. All went well until one bad day he found out about the ill-fated child. He never blamed her, he never reproached her, he just fell down kneeling by the infant’s grave. That made him heartbroken, it was noticed, although dad assured that it was the trip that changed him, since we never knew where he was or what he did all that time, nor did he offer an explanation. The only good thing about his absences was that I could enjoy spending time with aunt Aneth, who turned back to who she used to be when he was away. 

			The day after he left, she would wake up looking better, her face would light up and she would radiate joy. We used to have fun riding bacallos, jumping puddles, racing, climbing trees, swimming in water pose and practicing shooting. One of the two activities I loved to do most with her, the best archer in the whole region. My parents often organized contests in her honor, bringing together the best archers in the area and inviting many people. 

			My mother organized all the necessary preparations. She was in charge of distributing the news, making the field arrangements, setting up the boxes, sending out the invitations, and preparing the music and food for the celebration. It was a lot of work, but my mother was methodical, disciplined and experienced. Meanwhile, my aunt and I spent long hours practicing, because egad! did it take practice. My beginnings were not what you could say brilliant, I needed years of practice and dedication to be as good as her, that brings back a somewhat embarrassing memory, which believe it or not, it was a coincidence or divine justice, as you want to see it. 

			Anyway, it turns out that our neighbors, the Hordworts, never missed an event. They were out riding bacallos that day with my father and their father, while we were practicing for the competition a day later. My aunt had marked some targets for me in a couple of trees behind the castle at the regulated distance. I was preparing to shoot, so I raised my bow, positioned the tip of my arrow and tempered the string, and took a deep breath, concentrating on nothing but my target, when I thought I heard a faint sound in the distance. Perhaps the clattering of running bacallos, I do not know. I was not to be distracted, so I blew the air out of my lungs and shot the arrow with all my strength as I belatedly noticed a swift movement out of the corner of my left eye. It was all so fast and, without my expecting it, the Hordworts brothers along with my father appeared in my shooting range. I could not stop it, the arrow flew through the air as they passed, while my aunt and I tried at all costs to see in horror where it would hit. A cracking sound told us that it did not pass by, the arrow penetrated something. I froze, waiting to see which of the mounters would fall, stop, or take a course toward us. Wait a minute! heading towards us, I repeated to myself in surprise when he was already in front of us. He jumped angrily off the bacallo; without taking his eyes off me, he came up to my face, grimacing and uttering angry grunts. He seemed to want to say a few things to me, but in the end, he restrained himself. I did not understand what was wrong with him until he turned around and, before remounting, as best he could he chipped off part of a wooden stick embedded in the side of his right thigh as a small trickle of red liquid began to ooze out of it. “Holy! It’s the tail of the arrow,” I thought. 

			“Look at it from this side, it does not seem to hurt much,” my aunt says as seeing how he walked away and while I was full of fear. 

			We smile with nervous laughter. Finally, as we calmed down, we hurried to ride to the castle. We had to check on Liam. When we arrived, the injured man was immediately taken to the kitchen. There, his siblings and our parents made little effort to contain their laughter, until my mother gave them a warning look and the mocking sound ceased. While Aunt Aneth was trying to explain how things had happened, I was slipping through the shelves of the cupboard. 

			Mede Olga told me that Liam entered limped into the kitchen, making only a small grimace of discomfort. My mother, more than embarrassed, then exclaimed: 

			“What an outrage!” 

			To be fair, I do not think there was any question as to Liam’s reasons for hating me. Clearly, we were dealing with one of them. Even if I had tried to explain that it was not on purpose, but an unfortunate incident, I doubt they would have believed me. 

			From my hiding place I could see him sitting on a bench. Mede Olga was boiling hot water, mother was bringing blankets and bandages, while Queen Avei was preparing her instruments. They said she was an excellent healer and I totally believed it, she must have had a lot of practice with five children. When they were ready, they asked Mede Olga to hold him tightly, draping her arms over his shoulders. The tip of the arrow, that still was at the front of his thigh, had to be cut off. There was a crick followed by a slight groan. Then Mom took the shaft from the side, looked him in the eye and, when the blond one shook his head in readiness, Mom pulled with all her strength until it came out completely. The removal increased the bleeding as much as the pain. Liam tried to catch his breath by taking a couple of deep breaths, but suddenly his mother stuck a finger in to confirm the depth of the wound, which elicited a hoarse groan from him. 

			“Good. It did not touch bone, veins or artery, only flesh,” she announced. Then she picked up a red hot iron and looked him in the eye, they both nodded, and she slammed it against his leg. 

			“Shissssss!” was heard, followed by a horrendous smell of burning flesh that got deep to my temples. 

			I was in shock as Liam made a supernatural effort stay calm, but the burning was so intense that when his mother removed it, he retched. They heated the instrument again to put it the back wound. He moaned so intensely that I felt my heart stop, my lungs compressed, I began to see black, and from then on, I do not remember anything. 

			Once I woke up in my bed, Musie Alea told me that as they were done with Liam, they heard some bottles fall between the shelves and became aware of my presence. Sir John helped carry Liam to his bedroom while she picked me up in her arms. I was sure it would be several days before I could forget the dreadful smell and the painful whimpering of the blond one. I was touched, it was horrible to see him in that situation. Still, to everyone’s surprise, in only two days he recovered; on the third, he limped downstairs to join us for dinner. As I amazed stared at him, Dad leaned over to whisper near my shoulder: 

			“Do not worry, only his pride is hurt.” 

			That was what worried me, I was sure he would not buy the incident story and at any moment he would try to get revenge.

			As if reading my mind, my aunt whispered to me in a soft voice: 

			“What do you think if after the contest we mysteriously disappear?” 

			I knew what she meant, and I loved the idea. 

			A crowd of people attended to the competition. No one wanted to miss the exploits of the best archers in all Griseland, who were present at such a magnificent event. Although many were excellent, until today no one had been able to surpass their graceful style and perfect aim. It began, one by one the contestants were placed in position, in the first round there were fourteen of them. The signal was given, and the arrows began to fly through the air, some hit, others missed. To the rhythm of the crowd’s cheers, the disqualified were withdrawn and the second round began. Finally, we reached the last round, only four contenders remained: Bart, the red one, a big and muscular young man who was said to be a descendant of the Highlands; Vik, a blond young man Noroccedan, the best archer in King Teos’ army; Musie Alea, our chief guard, and, lastly, my aunt Aneth. Three arrows would be shot in turn. Bart initiated, one hit the center and two deflected to the second mark on the target. Vik hit two in the center and one off, but Musie Alea nailed them all in the center. 

			“Bring it,” she said jokingly to my aunt, who sheepishly smiled. 

			People knew her. A silence fell as she readied her bow. Quickly, she fired the three shots, one followed by the other with great speed. When everyone turned to look the target, applause and shouts erupted. Each arrow had been split in two by the next one, as always, she never stopped to amaze us. There was no doubt, she was the best. 

			My parents adored her not only for being extremely talented, but also for being noble, kind and fair. 

			When the competition was over, celebration began: music, performance, food, dancing and drinking. While everyone was in bustle celebrating, we, on the other hand, sought for the silence and peace of nature. Behind the castle near to my balcony stood a leafy blero; we would climb up to the top with a basket full of fruits, cheese and bread. From there we would celebrate in our own way, contemplating the mountain, the immensity of the forest and the sky. 

			“I know someday things will be like that, so we will have to build new worlds,” my aunt said and, seeing my confused face, she would add: “Honey eyes, we are the only masters of our life.” 

			At the time I believed it, but, unfortunately, life would tell me otherwise.
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