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      The unrelenting drought plagued the Prince’s hunting party. After a long struggle to catch anything with little appreciable success, the Prince declared in the fading evening twilight the entire endeavor a failure. They would make camp and return to the city of Darloque in the morning. As the other hunters unsaddled their horses and made arrangements for the night, the Prince trod off into the thickening darkness alone. No one dared follow him.

      When the twilight gray of morning had given way to the first tinges of sullen orange, the solitary figure of the Prince returned from the wilderness, his mood substantially lifted from the previous evening. As his men moved about in their morning rituals, he greeted each one warmly, congenially slapping his hand on backs, and speaking to them with bright and encouraging words. Each man watched the Prince warily, waiting for the punishment he did not merit. When no random act of punishment came, the wariness shifted quickly to apprehension and then to outright fear. The Prince mounted his saddled horse with a cry of, “Home men! Onward to Darloque!” The others followed dutifully.

      The hunting party made quick progress across the open plain, the stubby, drought-stricken grasses offering little resistance to the galloping horses. Shortly, they came upon the road to Darloque. An argument was escalating within a small group at the rear of the hunting party. After much contention, a rider reluctantly kicked his horse faster and drew up alongside the leader and addressed him.

      “My Prince, you appear in much better spirits than last night.” The rider spoke in a dreary tone, which barely veiled his trepidation.

      The Prince kept his eyes forward, seemingly ignorant of his lieutenant’s address.

      He cleared his throat and was about to repeat his statement when the Prince spoke, his eyes still forward, a small smile forming on his lips.

      “I know the men are concerned about my sudden cheerful mood.” He turned to his lieutenant. “Does my sudden cheerful mood disturb you as well, Jean-Louis?”

      The lieutenant kept his composure, showing no response to the jab. “You have your reasons, and I do not question them. The men merely notice a sudden change from the previous night. Such changes, as they have come to learn, usually foretell an unfortunate experience for one of them.”

      The Prince threw his head back and brayed laughter.

      “The men fear the coming storm of your hidden rage,” the lieutenant said flatly. “But I know you all too well. This grand mood of yours is genuine, and I wish to know its source.”

      The Prince ceased his laughter. His face dropped, and his eyes lit with hellish fire, seemingly perturbed that his lieutenant could judge his moods so well. He leaned over to the lieutenant and whispered just loudly enough over the thunder of their horse’s hooves: “This grand mood of mine is indeed genuine, for soon I shall make my greatest achievement which will etch my name in the great book of history.”

      The lieutenant pressed his lips together tightly. He could think of no response to this fantastic pronouncement.

      “We have no time for details now. Let us make haste for the city, I will give you and the men the specifics when we reach the castle.” The Prince kicked his horse faster. The other men, seeing this, kicked their horses as well, endeavoring to keep up with the pace. The lieutenant gradually slowed his horse, and then reined it to a halt in the middle of the road.

      “This bodes not well,” he said quietly. “I do not know the meaning of this yet, but still it bodes not well.” After a moment of silence, the lieutenant kicked his horse into a hard gallop after the Prince and his entourage.

      The Prince stayed far ahead of the others for some time. The lieutenant intentionally held his charger back behind the main group, wishing the time alone with his thoughts. He looked up to see that the Prince and the other men had disappeared around a bend in the road. Tall but rangy stalks of corn grew across a field all the way up to the edge of the road blocking the lieutenant’s view of the hunting party. He rounded the bend to find the entire group stopped in the road watching the Prince as he engaged in conversation with a young farm girl. A very young farm girl.

      The lieutenant pulled his horse to a sharp halt and shook his head sadly. “By the gods’s ears,” he muttered under his breath.

      He had caught up with the Prince in the middle of his pitch, but the girl seemed not to be buying any of it. The lieutenant had to smile a little when the girl gave an impertinent flip of her chestnut hair. She stood back from the road amongst rows of pathetic cornstalks, a basket of small, shriveled ears of corn at her feet. The lieutenant shook his head again, but this time at the mean harvest the girl had been collecting.

      The Prince did not notice the girl’s lack of interest at all. What he did notice was her pert, budding breasts and deeply tanned thighs. The heat was already oppressive just past dawn, and the girl had apparently loosened her collar and hiked her skirts up around her waist in order to work more comfortably. The Prince recited a well-used speech he had given to countless other young farm girls across the country. The lieutenant, unfortunately, had heard it so often he knew it by rote.

      And now he shall tell her how far he has traveled, he thought.

      “And, my lady, I have seen the White Forests in the North, traveled the lands beyond Ocosse in the vast Eastern Steppes, climbed the magnificent Silent Mountains to the South, and sailed on the Great Western Sea–”

      The girl broke in. “You have seen the sea?” She took a couple of quick steps toward the Prince.

      Momentarily thrown off his pace by her interruption, the Prince’s face dropped for the briefest of moments and a look of uncertainty flashed in his eyes. Only the lieutenant noticed.

      “Why yes, my lady,” the Prince answered after the moment had passed, “I have been to the sea, but its beauty pales in comparison to yours.”

      A few snickers behind him. The Prince did not notice; he was focused upon his prey.

      “You must tell me what it is like!” the girl cried. She had completely missed the Prince’s compliment, focused entirely as she was upon the subject of the sea. She did take another step toward him though.

      “Describe the sea? It would be like trying to describe your beauty to a blind man. Words could not contain it.” The Prince was off his script, but he was displaying a rare moment of creative inspiration. “Describe it, I cannot, but I would gladly take you there.”

      The girl’s eyes lit up and she took another step forward. She was almost upon him now. “You would?! Oh! I would so much like to visit the sea!”

      More snickers from behind. Still, the Prince did not notice, nor did the girl.

      “I would with much delight show you the brilliant blue of the Great Western Sea.” The Prince leaned down from his horse. “Ah, there is nothing like standing in the lustrous white sand watching great foaming whitecaps crashing onto the shore. The sounds of the waves and the wind, the smell of the salt in the air! C’est magnifique!”

      The lieutenant shook his head sadly as he saw the girl’s eyes light up and he realized yet another innocent was caught in the snare.

      “Oh, you must take me! Please!” Her eyes were wide and wild, her voice pleading.

      “Oh yes, my lady, I certainly will.” The Prince looked across the field. “Your house,” he said, indicating the small stone structure at the end of a cart track. “Your parents are there, are they not?”

      “Yes!” the girl replied eagerly.

      “Well, I must ask their permission to take their daughter on such a long journey.” A broad rapacious grin spread across the Prince’s face. “We must respect their wishes.”

      More snickering came from behind followed by a couple of guffaws that were immediately shushed by the others. The Prince was completely oblivious to the men, enthralled as he was with the catch.

      “Oh yes! Oh yes!” The girl exclaimed brightly. “But they shall say yes! They shall! They shall!”

      The Prince said his farewells, promising to return for her soon, and kicked his horse into a gallop down the cart track toward the farmhouse. The men followed suit, ogling the girl as they passed, and laughing with each other.

      Only the lieutenant remained. He stared at the girl sadly and heaved a mournful sigh. The girl regarded him curiously. For a moment, their eyes locked. The girl suddenly could feel the heavy burden the man carried. She felt the weight in her heart and a longing to ease his pain grew within her. The rider broke his gaze with her, reined his horse around, and slowly rode after his comrades. Just as quickly as the feeling had come upon the girl, it was gone.
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      Murielle froze when the unexpected staccato of furious knocking came at the door. Her eyes darted nervously about the room. Where is Gilles? she thought, a slow panic rising in her. “Non, non,” she whispered, trying to calm herself. Gilles was working the fields and an unfamiliar knock at the door of their home could be nothing more than a traveler seeking rest. Their home lay on the main road to Darloque, and quite often weary pilgrims stopped to find rest and repose from their travels. Never had they regretted taking a stranger in. They lived by the maxim “Welcome a stranger and be rewarded manifold.” Gilles had engraved the motto in ornate script on a plank, which hung over the door.

      “But why so early in the morning?” she said, louder than she intended. The knock came again, full of foreboding. This bodes not well, she thought, this time holding her tongue should Gilles suddenly enter. The words over the door mocked her in their simplicity, their naiveté. The staccato came again, ever more urgently. Murielle moved hesitantly toward the door, reminded of another tenet: “One cannot turn his back on Fate.”

      As she drew in breath slowly and held it, she pulled open the door. Let us dispense with this quickly. At the doorway stood a tall burly man with an unfamiliar face, a man she had never seen before in her life. Oh, thank the gods, she thought automatically, it is only a traveler seeking repose on his long journey.

      “Good morning, Madame,” said the stranger, thickly.

      “Good morning, Monsieur,” she returned with a heavy sigh, “What has brought you to my humble home this fair morning?”

      The stranger stood wordlessly for a moment, a constrained look on his face as though he were attempting the arduous task of collecting his thoughts. Suddenly he burst out, “Madame.”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “Bonjour,” he began, as though attempting recitation of an ill-remembered speech, “It is my pleasure...um...to present to you...um...His royal highness...um… the Prince.” The burly man stepped aside, offering an awkward bow to the Prince who had been standing behind him.

      Murielle’s blood froze. The Prince strolled indifferently past her into the house. “You must forgive my new man he has not quite gotten that memorized yet. He is otherwise particularly useful and came highly recommended.”

      By the gods’s ears, Murielle thought, her relief returning to panic, where is Emmeline?

      The Prince strolled casually around the small stone cottage wrinkling his nose at the simplicity of it. “What a simply charming home you have here, Madame.” The Prince offered his compliment flatly with just a hint of veiled distaste in his voice.

      “Ahh...” was all that Murielle could offer in response.

      “Well Madame, I am sure you are very busy this morning so I will come to the matter directly.” The Prince paused at a chair in the center of the room as though he might sit then changed his mind. “I have seen the most beautiful girl up by the road who tells me that she is your daughter.”

      Emmeline! NON!

      The Prince turned to face Murielle.

      Murielle’s head began to spin. For years she had heard the stories of the Prince’s appetite for young girls. At first, she had dismissed the stories as just that, stories. Rumor volat, as the priests say, she thought, rumors fly. But as time passed and the Prince became more brazen in his pursuit of young girls, even the most outrageous stories became believable.

      Why me, she asked herself, why us, why Emmeline?

      “I would like to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage.” It was more a command than a request.

      As a woman and a mother, Murielle had pitied the families the Prince had touched with his lechery. Deep inside, however, she had convinced herself that such things only happened to other people, not to her and Gilles. She was sure that it would miss them because they were isolated and watchful. Foolishness, she told herself now, foolishness and vanity to think that they were immune from the Prince’s sickness. But it was here, now. The madness had touched her, the sickness was upon her, and her daughter was gone.

      “I assure you, Madame, your daughter will want for nothing,” the Prince recited. “She shall be my queen, and I her loyal consort.” He walked abruptly toward the door and announced, “I am worn and weary from my hunt, I shall return for your daughter this evening when I am refreshed.”

      The Prince exited the cottage with a flourish of his hunting cape. The burly man at the door offered a mechanical bow as he passed. Murielle watched blankly, her mouth agape, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps. The burly man offered her an unsettling wink as he pulled the door closed, a large humorless grin spread across his face, a grin that was more hungry than menacing.

      Murielle snapped out of her torpor and rushed to the door. She threw it open with a bang and gazed upon the assemblage outside her home. The Prince was just mounting his horse while a large group of men chatted amongst themselves on their mounts. All the men with the Prince were large, burly, and menacing characters like the first one. Save for one.

      He was older than the rest, about her age. Although slightly slumped in the saddle of his horse, his frame carried a look of strength and power. He wore his hair to his shoulders in the fashion of a knight of the Old King–the style her father had worn. His horse was a large, dark, fast-looking charger with a fiery eye and a muscular build brought of fine breeding. Yes, she thought, I do not know much, but I do know the appearance of one of the Old King’s true knights. Her eyes locked on his. So, what are you doing with this sorry lot?

      Murielle’s heart softened as she gazed into the knight’s eyes. Despair dwelt in those eyes, and it washed over her, melding with her own sadness. He carried a heavy burden, the weight of the world–and then some, perhaps–upon his shoulders. He was not broken, yet, but he was very well near the point of breaking. Her eyes pleaded desperately with him. Please, I know you can stop this. Murielle felt her eyes welling with tears as she appealed to him across the gap. A single tear slipped down his cheek. I am sorry, he mouthed before he reined his horse around and rode up the track after his associates.

      “Hurry up, Jean-Louis!” the Prince shouted, and this brought uproarious laughter from the other men.

      Murielle closed the door on the fading drum of hoof beats and pressed her head against the rough-hewn wooden frame. She sighed heavily. By the gods’s ears. She rubbed her forehead back and forth against the coarse surface. Pourquoi? Why, why, why? With her head still pressed to the doorframe, she turned her eyes to the altar near the door. “You could not even protect us from this,” she reproached the god. “What good are you?”

      Of all the hardships they had endured in their lives, nothing compared to this. How would she tell Gilles? That was difficult enough, but how would she explain it to Emmeline? She was just an innocent girl of only twelve seasons who knew nothing of the world.

      As if on command, Emmeline burst through the back door of the house with a basket in her hands. She looked eagerly about the room, then her eyes settled excitedly upon her mother. “Mama, mama! Did you speak to him?!”

      Murielle turned slowly to face her daughter, and her eyes drifted idly to the basket the girl held. The drought, now in its third season, had again reduced the crop to a mere shadow of its once glorious bounty. The crop had long since diminished beyond the point of producing enough to sell at the market, and now it was incapable of supplying enough to feed them through the winter. Murielle turned back to the altar. First the drought and this pitiful harvest, and now you put this new scourge upon us.

      She regarded her daughter again. It occurred to her that the girl seemed to have grown overnight. Emmeline’s face had slimmed; nearly gone was the chubby roundness of childhood. Her hair now had a silken sheen to it. And her skin, tanned from working in the sun, had a certain luster to it. Murielle could see curves on Emmeline where there had previously been none.

      With a sudden shock, Murielle realized that Emmeline had taken down her long hair, so it hung to her waist. Her daughter’s skirt was hiked up almost that high, and her blouse was open, offering a glimpse of the womanhood developing beneath.

      “Where did you pick these?” Murielle asked, her eyes narrowing.

      Emmeline gave an impertinent flip of her silky hair, the long, lustrous hair of a young girl barely touched by time, and replied, “Out by the road.”

      Murielle balled her hands into fists. “Child!” she hissed through clenched teeth, “How many times have I told not to work by the road and if you must, tie your hair and wear your breeches!”

      “Mama!” Emmeline began to protest.

      “Girl, I do not tell you these things simply to hear my own voice. I have reasons for what I tell you to do!”

      Emmeline huffed.

      The elder woman groaned and pointed to the altar, “You pick this terrible harvest that this ineffective god provides us, dressed like that, and now...”

      Murielle trailed off. And now what? She began to pace anxiously about the room, wringing her hands. And now what? What do I tell her? That her life is over?

      “Mama,” the girl resumed, “it is barely after sunrise, and already it is sweltering. Breeches are too hot!”

      Murielle opened her mouth to say something then reconsidered, choosing silence as a better option. She merely swayed her head in a slow pendulous arc. Emmeline gaped at her mother in curious disbelief. The sound of silence slowly filled the room.

      A loud cry broke the uncomfortable tension as the man of the house burst through the back door proclaiming, “Family, behold the bountiful harvest the Lord Aufeese has provided for us!” Mother and daughter both turned to see the same withered ears of corn spilling out of his basket that graced Emmeline’s. Gilles gathered up four of the best-looking ears and arranged them in a shallow trough before the altar. Then placing the fingertips of his right hand to his forehead, he kneeled in veneration before the altar and prayed aloud. “Merci beaucoup for this great harvest O Golden Child of Mava, although we are not worthy of your great benefaction.”

      His wife snorted in disgust. His daughter rolled her eyes.

      Gilles stood and turned quickly to Murielle. “Do not mock the Golden Child! We must be thankful for all that he gives us no matter how great–or how small.” Murielle noted the faint tone of despair in those last three words as her husband defended the god of the harvest. It still awed her that even in his frustration, Gilles remained faithful to his god.

      Gilles continued to scold. “It is not for us to know the intentions of the gods, for their ways are far beyond our comprehension. We must have faith in the knowledge that what they do is always for our benefit.”

      Murielle snorted again. And exactly how is the Prince’s lechery for our benefit?

      Gilles jabbed his finger savagely in the direction of Emmeline. “I am so disappointed that your lack of faith has begun to infect our little one. Already she has fallen out of the habit of daily prayer and refuses to make offerings to Lord Aufeese.”

      Emmeline huffed indignantly at the accusation. Some days she did forget to pray to the god, but she did make an offering just yesterday–or maybe it was a few days ago. She could not remember. Anyway, she was not as cynical about the gods as her mother was. Although, she did think it a waste of time to make offerings to a god that did not seem to be listening to their prayers. The rains fell further and further apart while the crops continued to suffer despite her father’s constant prayers. The Lord Aufeese never brought the needed rain, nor did he give them anything they could use to help keep the farm thriving. There was a belief deep inside Emmeline–growing as a corn sprout in fertile soil–that her father wasted his time praying to a deaf god. That is, if he were even there to hear the prayers at all.

      A red flush had been slowly creeping up Murielle’s face. It was a condition Emmeline had often seen in her mother when she was very angry with her father. Her anger seemed to come more quickly and frequently in the last few seasons. Quite often her mother and father argued belligerently over the subjects of religion and faith. More specifically, they argued over his faith in the gods and her faith that there were no such things.

      “Fine,” Murielle burst out finally, “would you like to know what your faith has brought unto us now?” Spittle flew from her lips as she unleashed her fury. “Let me tell what your god has let happen to his most faithful servant.” She told Gilles of the whole encounter, and Emmeline’s jaw dropped as the tale began to unfold.
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      “B-b-b-but,” Emmeline sputtered, “I do not want to marry anyone.” She shook her head back and forth and flailed her arms about uselessly. “H-h-h-he just said,” she sputtered again, “h-h-h-he only said h-h-h-he would show me the sea!”

      Murielle nodded in grim affirmation. “So that is what he told you?”

      “Oui, Mama, oui,” she spit out, “Oui. He said he would show me la mer. That is all. Oui.”

      A low moaning drew their attention to Gilles who was sinking slowly to his knees, his face buried in his hands. “No, no, not my little girl!” he sobbed.

      With a loud, agonizing scream, Gilles tore his face from his hands and without a glance to his wife and daughter he scrambled on his knees to the altar, clouds of dust swirling up around him from the dirt floor as he went. “Oh, great Golden Child, please hear my prayer!” Gilles pressed the fingertips of his right hand firmly on his forehead and began mumbling inaudibly.

      Murielle rolled her eyes and sighed heavily in disgust. “Yes Gilles, that will help very much,” she spat sarcastically. “The god who cannot bring the rain will deliver us from this.”

      “Mama!”

      “You disagree, child?” she snarled with nary a glance to her daughter.

      “N-n-n-no,” she stammered, “but there must be a misunderstanding with the Prince.”

      “There is no misunderstanding, Emmeline,” she rounded on her again. “The Prince intends that you will be his bride.” She paused a moment, watching her husband still muttering his foolish prayers. Then she added with a low sigh, “Whatever that means to him in his sick and twisted mind.”

      Emmeline shook her head and flailed her arms again. “What... whatever do you mean, Mama? We... we will tell him that there has been a... a… mis… misunderstanding!”

      “Emmeline! It is only you who are misunderstanding!” Murielle wrung her hands and began to pace in a tight circle. Emmeline opened her mouth to speak but Murielle cut her off. “Jul….” Murielle paused briefly and took a breath. “Many travelers have told me stories of the Prince.”

      Emmeline looked at her mother blankly.

      Murielle swallowed hard. “Let me tell you but one story.”

      Emmeline huffed and flipped her hair.

      “On a hunting trip in the West,” Murielle continued unabated, “the Prince came upon a small, isolated tenant farm. The couple there had a single child, a daughter. A very young daughter. She was about the age you are now, pretty, and she possessed a head of long flaming red hair. Jocelyn was her name. When the Prince saw her, he immediately requested her hand in marriage. Jocelyn’s parents were thrilled at the prospect and allowed the Prince to take her back to Darloque.

      “A few people remember seeing her enter the city and the castle–the red hair marked her easily–but then, she was seen no more.”

      Emmeline’s brow furrowed. “What do mean by ‘seen no more’ Mama?”

      “She was never seen again–at least not in Darloque. After a long time with no word from their daughter, Jocelyn’s father made the journey to Darloque, and inquired at the castle as to her status. After a lengthy wait, the Prince himself greeted the farmer. ‘I have no idea where your “thieving bitch” daughter is,’ he told the man. He continued, saying that a few days after bringing her to the castle he had returned from a hunting trip to find her gone and several pieces of gold and silver missing, as well as a small chest of his deceased mother’s jewelry.

      “The farmer was beside himself. He replied that his daughter would never do such a thing. He added that she had not returned home, she was too young to be on her own, and where would she have gone?

      “The Prince flew into a rage, shouting and cursing. After screaming at the man that he had made a grievous error trusting the daughter of a serf, the Prince then ordered his guards to throw the farmer out of the castle. Pulling himself from dust, the farmer wandered throughout the city, seeking his daughter, and crying to anyone who would listen about his missing daughter and the treatment he had received at the hands of the Prince. He even went so far as to return to the castle and attempt to attain an audience with the Old King. The guards stood silent, ignoring his pleas. After some time of this, one of the guards with nary a word, placed the tip of his spear on the man’s chest. The farmer ceased his cries and left in the slow trudging step of the defeated.

      “It was quite some time later, perhaps the following season, when a group of travelers from Darloque claimed to have seen Jocelyn in the far Southern town of Alzenay. They said they saw her in the… in the… in a bad part of town. The flaming red hair was unmistakable. They also said she was… well… in a bad state. Not one of them believed the young girl could have come to that place on her own. The Prince most certainly had sent her there.”

      Emmeline stared sadly at her mother, her mouth agape. “Did Jocelyn ever return home?” she asked quietly.

      Murielle inhaled deeply and released a long sigh. “When he heard the story, the farmer traveled as fast as he could to Alzenay. He inquired about the town and eventually found a woman who remembered the girl with the fiery red hair. She told him that the girl had been… that… that a group of soldiers, mercenaries, had taken her away. But that had been almost half a season previous. When the farmer questioned her as to where the mercenaries had gone, she shushed him and told him that she could find him another red-haired girl much prettier than that one. He pushed the woman aside and continued with his frantic search. But he never found Jocelyn.”

      Murielle released a long, weary sigh. “I have said too much,” she muttered under her breath.

      Emmeline’s mouth had gone dry. She rasped her tongue across her lips. “What shall we do now,” she said in a hoarse whisper.

      What shall we do now? Murielle asked herself. Keep your wits, she heard her father’s voice insist. She needed to calm herself and clear her head. Every problem has its solution, her father had always told her, and one merely has to discover it. Murielle knew that with reason she could find the solution.

      Gilles was still on his knees before the altar to Lord Aufeese, fingers to forehead, muttering inaudible words of prayer. When Murielle had first met him, his devotion to the gods–Lord Aufeese in particular–seemed quaint and added to his rustic charm. Now, so many seasons later, his devotion had grown annoying. He seemed to think that Lord Aufeese, Mava’s golden child, could solve anything, even though it was evermore clear that he would not, or could not.

      If he even exists at all, Murielle added. In all the length of her life, she had never seen any sign that the gods were anything more than flights of fancy created by the ancients and supported by the superstitious masses seeking any easy path out of their problems. In none of the ubiquitous temples to the various gods she had visited had she ever seen one of the gods. Since she had come to be with Gilles, she had visited the Temple of Aufeese in Darloque more times than she could count. The building itself was impressive: a massive, intricately designed facade fronted by immense stone columns reaching into the sky and a grand stained glass window featuring every color of the rainbow. Inside, a towering white marble statue of the Golden Child himself stood behind the altar. Daily, the faithful prostrated themselves before the altar beneath this grand statue of Lord Aufeese. Priests hovered about, assisting the faithful in their devotions: helping with sacrifices, instructing novices on prayers, and doing what good men of religion should do.

      Yet, regardless of her feelings toward the gods and religion in general, she could find no fault in the good priests she had met at the temples. The memory of Emmeline’s first trip to the Temple of Aufeese in Darloque sprung into her mind unbidden. She was still young and had never been away from the farm before. The High Priest welcomed them warmly and approached the little girl first. He was kind looking, an older man with streaks of gray in his long hair and beard. He squatted before Emmeline, his eyes level with hers, as she tried to hide behind Murielle’s skirts. He spoke with the soft voice of a man who possessed a vast experience with young children.

      “What a pretty little girl,” he exclaimed, winking at Murielle and Gilles. “Have you ever been to the Temple of Aufeese before?”

      Peeking out from behind Murielle, she shook her head nervously.

      “I believe that if Lord Aufeese were here now he would be jealous because you are so pretty.”

      This elicited a smile from the girl, but she still hid behind her mother.

      “Will you let me show you the altar,” the Priest asked in his gentle manner, extending his hand to her. “I do not think Lord Aufeese will mind if you look at it.”

      Emmeline looked nervously from her mother to her father, then her eyes turned to the Priest. The Priest’s blue eyes sparkled, and he winked. “I think there may be some candied figs up there too.”

      Emmeline broke into a huge toothy grin, stepped from behind her mother’s protective skirts, and took the Priest’s hand. He led her up to the altar, telling her about temple and the statue as they walked hand in hand. He launched into a well-worn tale of Lord Aufeese and his exploits with the Wild Hares while Emmeline stood with him before the altar, transfixed by his every word. At last, he reached into his robes and withdrew the promised treat, a huge, candied fig. Her eyes lit up with delight as she reached for it.

      The Priest held out his other hand, stopping the girl. “Always remember that Lord Aufeese loves you,” he said, pointing to her. “He always wants the best for you, and he is always watching over you,” he added, tilting his bright blue eyes toward the statue behind the altar.

      She nodded very seriously, her eyes transfixed on the fig. With a great flourish he gave the treat to Emmeline. “Will you come back to visit me again?”

      She hesitated briefly then broke into another huge grin, nodding furiously while clutching the fig in a death grip.

      “Good! I am very much looking forward to it!” With that he let her run joyfully back to her parents, clutching the fig in her tiny fist.

      Murielle had never met a temple priest who was not a good man. Even outside the confines of the temple, each was kind and giving. Good men, she thought, wasting their time serving a fantasy. A fantasy indeed. Gilles was a good man as well, and his faith and prayers had come to naught. She had long hoped that just a little of his faith would one day come into her heart, but his faith had only hardened it. Murielle had finally settled on the belief that all things were random and generated by some callous machine of the universe–impartial and unfeeling, incapable of being swayed to move in any direction by the feeble pleas of the victims locked within its gears.

      Emmeline waited for her mother to say something, anything. She desperately wanted her to tell her that this was some kind of joke, an elaborate hoax perpetrated on her to teach her a lesson for not obeying her parents. The deep pain in her mother’s eyes told her this was not the case. There was no punch line to be told, nor any deceit to be revealed. Her father’s muttered prayers offered at a fevered pitch told her this as well. He was a religious man, a pious man, who took his obligation to the gods very seriously. But when he prayed with this intensity, Emmeline knew the situation was particularly dire. And it scared her. Soon her mother’s fearful silence and her father’s fevered muttering were too much for her to bear. Emmeline had to speak, to say something, anything that would break the spell that had come over their household. But before she could get a word out, her father leapt to his feet with a shout.

      “Oh, blest be Mava’s many litters, I have it!”

      Murielle and Emmeline awakened from their reveries and turned to Gilles. “Que?” they asked in unison.

      Gilles raised his hands to the rafters with another shout, startling the two gray doves Murielle had been trying to shoo from the house for the past several days. “Oh, great thanks to you Lord Aufeese! Oh, thank you Mava’s golden son! You have saved this poor man’s daughter from a terrible fate!”

      “Gilles!” Murielle cried, “Why in Mava’s name are you shouting so?”

      “Because,” he exclaimed, staring though her with mad, distant eyes, “Lord Aufeese, the Golden Child, the god you mock, has blest me with his great knowledge! He has given me the answer to our dilemma!”

      Emmeline gave her father a disdainful look which quickly turned hopeful. “He has?”

      “Yes, my sweet girl he has,” he replied. He swept across the room to her and took her face gently into his hands. “He has indeed!”

      Murielle looked at her husband and crossed her arms across her chest. Her expression was more doubtful than Emmeline’s. “S’il vous plait, what has your great golden god told you that we should do?”

      Gilles turned on his heels to face his wife and jabbed his finger at her. “Lord Aufeese loves you despite your scoffing,” he said with a mad gleam in his eyes. He looked at her, but suddenly Murielle doubted that he saw her at all.

      And why, she thought to herself with a sigh, if he loves me so much, does the great god himself not deliver the message to us in the flesh? It seemed to her that the solution to such a dire problem required a visit from the Golden Child himself. In all her life Murielle had never seen a single one of the gods. Of course, she had heard stories of people who had encounters with the gods. Even some of her childhood friends had claimed to have seen the gods. One friend had even boasted that she had personally spoken with a god. But they were children and what did they know? Murielle’s father was a knight, so her childhood home contained a perfunctory altar to the war god. As a little girl she had made up her mind to pray at that altar. Every day she tried to pray. She soon focused on one request to the war god: I wish to meet you. Every day she was disappointed when no answer came.

      Then she met Gilles, the son of a freed serf, who prayed fervently to Lord Aufeese. Still harboring serious doubts, Murielle offered prayers to this god, thinking that perhaps she had offered her allegiance to the wrong god. She never saw him. Gilles had never seen him either. But he prayed nevertheless, and his faith grew stronger while hers withered and died and her heart grew colder.

      Now what she wanted was for the great Golden Child of Mava to show himself. Enter through that door right now, she thought ruefully, and I will believe once and for all; I promise I will believe. In her mind’s eye she could see him burst into the room, smashing the door from its hinges. He would squeeze through the doorway and stand before them. The Lord Aufeese would not be able to straighten to his full height, for the low rafters would prevent it. Towering above them, nevertheless, he would spread his front paws wide as if to gather them all in a deep embrace. In a booming voice he would announce to them all, “I, the Lord Aufeese, am here! You are under my protection, and no harm may come to you!”

      Murielle opened her eyes, and all she saw was Gilles’s beaming face and that mad gleam in his eyes. Her heart sank but not by much. Not to have faith in something means not to be disappointed when it does not come true. The gods were myth, fairy tales told to children.

      Gilles was speaking again. “But we have little time. If it is to succeed, we must perform our task before the chariot of the sun has left the sky.”

      “Well,” Murielle snorted.

      Ignoring her, Gilles laid out the plan. Murielle slowly nodded her head as she took in what her husband was saying. She had never heard such a well-thought plan come from Gilles. Whatever madness had seized him, it was a clever madness.

      Emmeline would have to run. She would set out alone to the east for Ocosse, travelling cross-country, avoiding the roads and anyone who might be looking for her. Once across the border, she was to find a tavern called The Wild Hare. The tavern was easy to find. It was located at the crossroads of the two major trade routes. Once there, she would wait for Gilles and Murielle to join her. In the meantime, Gilles would travel to Darloque and seek an audience with the Old King, supplicating for protection from the Prince’s lascivious intentions. By then the Prince would be on the way to their farm to collect Emmeline. Murielle was to stay behind and delay the Prince and then, after a sufficient amount of time, let it slip that Emmeline, refusing to be married to the Prince, had run away to the south. Gilles having convinced the Old King to help, would collect Murielle at their home and then follow Emmeline to Ocosse and The Wild Hare where they go into the protection of the Old King’s guard.

      Murielle pondered what Gilles had just said. The plan was not perfect. Success depended largely upon the mercy and indeed, the availability, of the Old King. But certainly, when the Old King was presented with another story of his son’s misanthropy, he would intervene in their favor. The essence of the plan was good. Once Emmeline crossed the border into Ocosse, the Prince could not touch her without risking the peace that existed tentatively between the two kingdoms. At the very least, their ruse would allow Emmeline the time to get across the border. Murielle felt that the plan was good enough to work, but it needed one change to make it perfect.

      “I should be the one to go to the Old King,” she said flatly. Gilles fixed her with that same distant look, seeing her, but not seeing her. “For he would hear the pleas of a woman sooner than he would hear them from a man.” Thus, it was well reasoned that Murielle should be the one to appeal to him.

      Gilles agreed, but his nod of affirmation was slow and distracted. Emmeline would run to The Wild Hare, Murielle would travel to Darloque to petition the Old King, while Gilles would stay at the house and send the Prince in the wrong direction when he returned. As Gilles and Murielle moved to make preparations, Emmeline however, simply stood fixed on the floor staring blankly at them.

      “Emmeline, we must pack you some food and water and then I will tell you how to get to The Wild Hare,” said Gilles mechanically as he turned toward the pantry.

      Emmeline gave no reply.

      “Emmeline?” Murielle looked at her daughter as Gilles busied himself collecting food and placing it in a small piece of cloth.

      “Emmeline?”

      The girl began to shake her head. “Non, non, non, ce n’est possible.”

      Murielle took her by the shoulders as if to shake her. “Emmeline, you must try to understand what trouble we have here. Please–”

      “Non! No Mama,” she shouted, pulling back suddenly from her mother’s grasp. “You do not understand! I will not marry anyone!”

      Emmeline paused briefly, then folded her arms emphatically across her chest as if the matter were settled. “And I will not run away.” Another brief pause then, “I am free; I am a slave to no man!”

      Murielle had heard Gilles utter that phrase innumerable times in their marriage, but it shocked her to hear it come from her daughter, especially now.

      Gilles dropped a small baguette which rolled across the floor and stopped at Murielle’s feet. She picked it up and brushed it off methodically as she spoke.

      “You have no choice but to run,” she said, turning the bread over in her hands.

      “Non, non,” the girl said less fiercely. She fell back into shaking her head weakly from side to side. “Non.”

      Gilles came over from where he was packing supplies and took his daughter in his arms. She allowed him to embrace her but continued to shake her head against his chest.

      “You must understand,” he said softly, the familiar warmth returning to his voice. He cupped his rough, calloused hand under her chin and gently tilted her face toward his own. “Lord Aufeese has shown me the way. You are in serious danger here, but the Golden Child has shown me what we must do to keep you safe.”

      Emmeline pulled back from him a little. A look of deep stubbornness slowly set in the girl’s face like stone. It was a look that Gilles had seen many times in her mother’s face.

      “Besides,” he said, smiling at her, “my father always told me that the greatest gift a free man possessed was the right to choose whether to stay and fight or to flee and fight another day.” Emmeline’s face brightened as he added, “And it is truly a wise man who can choose correctly.”

      Gilles gently stroked the girl’s soft hair, his eyes locked into hers, her face open and completely absorbed in the words he spoke. Emmeline’s racing heart began to slow, and she grew calm as she stared into his eyes. She knew what she had to do. She still did not understand why the Prince was to be feared, but she knew that her father believed she was in danger. He believed she was in danger, and so she would do as he wished. Never mind that he claimed his idea came from the god of the harvest. If he believed that this plan of his would keep her from harm, then she would follow his word. She would follow the plan, and all would be well. She was sure enough of that now.

      Emmeline pressed her head against his chest as her father’s strong arms pulled her into his embrace. She felt their strength, their solid farmer’s strength. These were the arms of a man who lived constantly in the life of honest manual labor. She inhaled his musky, sweaty smell. This was not the smell of a laborer but the comforting smell of love. The strong smell of her father comforted her in a way that nothing else could. He was the one person who always had time for her no matter how worn he might be from the day’s grueling work. He was a constant in her life, a steady rock, a bastion of protection.

      Emmeline recalled the time he and her mother had taken her to the Temple of Aufeese for the very first time. The High Priest had been kind to her. He had been old, his face wrinkled but with smiling eyes set deep into those wrinkles. His hair had been long and graying. She thought that he was precisely what a grandfather should look like. He spoke to her in soft, gentle tones like she imagined a grandfather should have. As he took her up to the altar and showed her the statue of the golden child, she listened to him, entranced by his voice. It was not so much the words he spoke as it was the tone of his voice which captured her attention. In fact, later, she could not remember a word he had said. She just remembered that gentle, soothing voice washing over her, taking her away. He had given her a candied fig, she recalled. With a great flourish he pulled it out from his robes and presented it to her. She knew that grandfathers were always supposed to have treats for their grandchildren. At that moment she wanted to stay right there with him forever. She wanted to climb into his lap, listen to his voice, and eat figs. She had held the sweet in her hand and looked into his eyes again. She felt safe.

      This was how she felt about her father, but far more intensely. She longed for his security. Emmeline did not want this business with the Prince. She wanted to crawl into her father’s lap, listen to the sound of his voice, feel his strong farmer’s hands stroke her hair, and tell her that everything would be alright. More than that, she wanted him to make it right. She did not want to have to do anything except sit in his lap and let him make everything right. Is that so difficult? she thought. Why must I run when I should be able to sit in my father’s lap as he makes it alright? Certainly, her father had the power to do that. There was no need to involve the gods. There was no need to run away. If she could just sit in her father’s lap, listen to his voice, and feel his strong arms around her, then everything would be right.

      But another voice was coming into Emmeline’s head–a stronger voice, a voice older and stranger. It was the voice of the adult she was becoming. Do not be silly, it said, that will not make this trouble go away. For deep in the center of her being she knew that her father was right. She knew she had to run. To stand and argue with the Prince was foolish. All those men–those ferocious looking men who rode with him–could seize her by force and take her away to only the gods knew where. To try and hide in her father’s arms was simply childish. He could not protect her from this by simply holding her in his lap–not now, not ever. It would indeed be wise for her to run to Ocosse. Still, she longed to curl up in a ball and wish the bad men away. But the ever more present adult voice–ever more annoyingly so–told her this was a wise plan. Yes indeed, it was the best course of action for her to follow to protect herself and the people she loved the most. Yes, it was indeed very wise. The older voice won out, and Emmeline looked up into her father’s eyes, those brilliant blue eyes that had been such a comfort to her all her years.

      “Oui, Papa,” she said, “Yes, it is prudent sometimes to run. And now it is prudent for me to run.”

      Gilles smiled broadly at her, his brilliant blue eyes welling with tears.

      “And perhaps,” Emmeline added, “we will fight another day.”
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      Emmeline moved about with grim determination, although ghosts of self-doubt still haunted her. She finished packing some bread and cheese into the small bundle her father had started, and then filled a jug with water. As she filled the jug from the bucket, she felt the whining voice of the child welling up inside her again. Emmeline suppressed that voice, albeit with a great deal of difficulty. Why must it be so hard, she thought as she reached for some dried meat, to keep the voice of reason? Since the previous season she had found it increasingly difficult to keep her mind focused on the tasks at hand. This did not disturb her greatly, but it was terribly bothersome to begin a task again and again before finally completing it because her mind had wandered off.

      And to where exactly had her mind been wandering? Nowhere. She thought about nothing that could be considered a concrete idea. Nothing at all. She slipped away, musing on thoughts she could not later recollect, coming to herself a little later no wiser than when she had left and sorely behind in some chore. The dreams were equally bothersome. She would awake in the morning, the faint mist of some dream dissipating around her, ethereal and untouchable, the memory of it agonizingly out of reach. The most unsettling were the occasional nights when she awoke suddenly in the dark. The dreams which awoke her at those times were more emphatic and urgent, but nevertheless just as untouchable and unknowable. She awoke, bathed in sweat, a powerful stirring from deep inside her fading rapidly as she broke into consciousness. Her skin prickled in a way that was not altogether unpleasant yet at the same time shamefully uncomfortable. A strange sensation of embarrassment, nay guilt, grew in her as she became aware of her parents’ slow, deep breathing in the bed next to hers. After awakening from these dreams, she felt as she did when, as a little girl, she was caught sneaking sweets out of the pantry, yet these dreams engendered a greater guilt than those simple childish crimes. Although she could never remember them, these wispy mists of dreams still spurred the most arcane feelings in her.

      “Emmeline, pray tell me, how long do you plan to be gone?”

      “Que?” Emmeline looked down at the mound of dried meat heaped upon her bundle. “By the gods’s ears,” she cursed under her breath and scooped handfuls of the meat back into the larder.

      Gilles smiled, but Murielle frowned with worry. The plan was good, but so many things could still go wrong. No good plan is ever truly perfect, her father had always said. If Emmeline made one foolish error....

      “Little one,” she called out, “that is enough food, change into your breeches now.” She watched as the girl distractedly laid the paquet on her bed and slowly began to change. “Make haste, child. Hurry, Hurry!”

      Murielle turned her gaze to the ornately carved beds sitting side by side at one end of the room, one for Emmeline and another larger one that she and Gilles shared. Most freemen of their status did not have beds, only pallets arranged on the floor at bedtime and stowed away during the waking hours. By the gods’s ears, she thought, many noblemen do not even have beds as fine as these. Gilles was a veritable wizard with wood. Indeed, many who saw his crafts claimed that the god of the wood had certainly endowed him with the mastery of woodworking. So, why was Gilles even a farmer at all? The beds were masterpieces. The altar by the door with its wooden relief sculpture was as fine a piece of art as any she had seen in the Temple of Aufeese. Why would Gilles waste such a gift?

      But that was Gilles. He loved tilling the soil, working the land, and reaping the produce of his labor. He never seemed truly alive until after he had labored vigorously under the blistering sun or in the drenching rain. Even when his labor yielded nothing, he seemed more alive than when he was at rest. The woodworking, however, was effortless to him. Murielle had watched him work, intricately carving organic swirls and animal imagery into the pieces of wood he had brought home from the Market, which became the headboards, footboards, and frames of their beds. It seemed of no more effort to him than waving off flies on a lazy summer’s afternoon. It was merely natural to him. He worked the wood simply because he could. He worked the land because he loved it.

      At last Emmeline had changed and was ready to embark upon her journey. With a glare from Murielle, the girl sulkily pulled back her long hair and tied it into a bun. Gilles brought her the small water jug. Emmeline slipped it inside the paquet then slung the bundle over her shoulder. Gilles gently took her face in his hands and stared into her eyes, saying nothing.

      Murielle tapped her foot impatiently. “Gilles we must hurry.”

      “I know, I know,” he replied.

      Gilles took his daughter’s hand and led her to the back door which opened to the barnyard. He paused a moment, then Murielle joined him at his side. She shifted nervously from one foot to another. She was not as anxious now to have Emmeline rush off.

      Gilles took his daughter’s face in his hands again. “I am sorry you must make this journey alone. You will be safe. Believe that.” He paused a moment closing his eyes, trying to collect his thoughts. “Lord Aufeese has promised me. You will be safe; he will protect you.”

      Murielle looked away at that. Emmeline looked doubtfully at her father.

      He opened his eyes again and looked down at his daughter. “You must believe that if you believe anything.”

      Emmeline caught her father’s hands in her own. “Yes,” she replied into his eyes. If he believed it, then she would try very hard to believe it herself.

      At this, Murielle stepped in. “Gilles, if she must go, she really must go now. The day passes quickly.”

      “Oui...yes, it does,” he started as if awakening from a trance. He took Emmeline’s hand again and led her into the barnyard. “You must hurry now. Do as I have told you. Travel due East, avoid the main road, and keep out of sight.”

      Gilles looked up toward the sun rapidly rising higher in the sky. He motioned to Murielle to take his other hand. He bowed his head and offered up a prayer.

      “O great Lord Aufeese, O great Golden Child of Mava, hear my prayer. I beg you to come in your magnificence to protect my daughter.” Then turning his face to the burning sun, he said, “Oh, Great One, true owner of the sun, hear your humble servant’s plea; may we be chosen among the worthy who receive your beneficence.”

      Gilles gathered his daughter into his arms one final time, then reluctantly let her go. Emmeline turned to her mother and embraced her. Murielle whispered into her ear then tearfully chided her to hurry on her way. Emmeline waved a last farewell, promised to see them soon, then she dashed around the corner of the barn and disappeared from their sight.

      As she came around the side of the barn, a loud noise made her stop. It was Jacques, their mule, braying at her from the stable door. She went over to him and scratched his ears. “Oh Jacques, you know I am leaving and thought I would not say goodbye!”

      Emmeline set down her paquet and went through a side door. She reemerged a moment later, and offered a handful of oats to the mule, which he devoured greedily. She wiped her hands on her breeches and returned to scratching his ears. Stroking his nose gently, she looked into his eyes and spoke to him in a calm voice.

      “Jacques, there are very grievous things coming to pass today,” she said seriously. “None of your stubbornness today! I am placing you in charge of the barnyard; ensure that everyone behaves well.”

      The mule returned Emmeline’s serious look, nodding his head in agreement to these terms, and he returned to the cool shade of the stable. Emmeline glanced around the barnyard. All the animals had retreated into shaded areas to find relief from the already growing heat of the morning. All but one. A bright red rooster arrogantly strutted around the dusty barnyard.

      “Cocque,” Emmeline cried, “you are too full of yourself! No one cares about you in this heat!”

      The rooster clucked and strutted about the dusty barnyard stopping occasionally to preen his glossy feathers. But not even the fine-looking Cocque could tempt the hens out of their cool retreat in the barn. And so, he strutted, unaffected by their indifference to him.

      “Cocque, I think you strut about so because you do not know how to do anything else!”

      Emmeline watched the handsome bird make another circuit of the yard, then dropped her paquet and gave chase. The rooster clucked frantically as it dashed about, just out of her reach. Emmeline stopped in the drifting dust stirred up from the chase, hands on her knees, panting. She mopped the slick sweat from her brow with the back of her hand and looked at Cocque. A little duller from the dust they had stirred up, he strutted about panting. His red tongue bobbed back and forth from his open beak. Soon he stopped and preened the feathers which had been so unjustly ruffed by the unwarranted pursuit.

      “You,” Emmeline panted, “are such... a vain... bird!”

      Cocque clucked in agreement.

      Emmeline caught her breath. The dust had settled down in the barnyard again. She looked up at the ascending sun, remembering her important journey, and realized that she was wasting precious time. She looked about, panicked, suddenly afraid that her mother and father had seen her chasing the rooster instead of proceeding on her journey.

      “I have been foolish,” she said, shaking her head.

      Cocque clucked in agreement.

      “I do not need your help, you silly rooster!”

      Emmeline walked over and picked up the paquet where she had dropped it in the dust. Brushing it off with quick strokes, she looked again at the sun.

      “I must take this journey seriously,” she mused aloud. “It is very important that I follow my father’s plan.”

      Setting her resolve, she threw the paquet over her shoulder and strolled over to the edge of the corn field.

      “If it is East I must go, then to the East I will go.”

      There was no wind, which had allowed the dust to completely settle in the barnyard, serene and empty save for Cocque who had resumed his strutting, still vainly hoping to draw out the hens. The ground on the far end of the yard shimmered in the already oppressive heat. Emmeline took one last look at the barnyard, turned, and disappeared into the corn.
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      When Murielle moved toward the back door to begin the next phase of the plan, Gilles grabbed her by the arm, a bewildered look upon his face.

      “Where do you go, Murielle?”

      Murielle looked at her husband narrowly. “To the barn. To saddle the horse, so I may ride to Darloque and save our daughter.”

      Gilles heaved a deep sigh. “The vision was very specific,” he muttered.

      Murielle heaved her own sigh. “We agreed. I should go to Darloque because a woman’s tears will move the Old King more than a man’s pleas.”

      “The vision was very specific,” he said again. “I am to ride to Darloque.”

      “But I can do it better, Gilles.” Murielle turned to go, and Gilles grabbed her arm again.

      “The vision was very specific,” he said once again and began to walk toward the door. He was almost to the door when Murielle seized him by the arm.

      “Why must you be so stubborn,” she said, the impatience apparent in her voice.

      “Woman...” he began, then fell off. She knew he was beginning to get angry now as he refused to call her by name. He drew a long breath and began again.

      “Lord Aufeese has given me a vision in which I journey to the Old King and am able to convince him to stop his son’s lecherous intent with our daughter.” He held his hand up to stop her protest on the viability of the Golden Child. After years of Murielle’s acidic criticism of his god and his faith, this was an automatic gesture. He was no more aware of it than of his own heartbeat. “Although you mock the god of the harvest and his vision, it is unquestionable and unalterable. I am to do this part myself. Lord Aufeese will make the way for me, he always has.”

      Murielle fumed. “You stupid, stupid man! If you would only see reason, you would realize that I am the more logical choice to see the Old King.”

      “That is exactly the idea,” he retorted, the fury rising in his voice, “I do not see logic! I do not see reason! I live by my faith in my god, and he guides my every decision!”

      Murielle balled her fists tightly in anger. “Your god fails you!” she screamed through clenched teeth, “Over and over and over again, your god fails you! All the gods fail you!” Spittle flew from her lips in her sudden, ravenous fury. “When will you see that your god does nothing to help you; none of the gods do! There is absolutely no one to help you!” She threw her head back, screaming in fury, “We are utterly alone in this world and no one will save us ever!”

      She brought her fists up to her chest and let out a violent, guttural scream to the rafters, driving the doves into a frenzy. Gilles drew back wide-eyed, shuddering at this unprecedented tirade from his normally peaceful, though willful, wife. His own rage was gone, stifled by the madness raging before him. She dropped her head and broke into choking sobs. He stood helpless a moment, then he took her into his arms. She trembled violently, her fists still held in front of her. Gilles said nothing for he could think of nothing to say. He simply held her and stroked her long hair as she choked out loud sobs. Murielle’s and Emmeline’s hair are so much alike, he thought idly. Gradually, Murielle let herself be held. She dropped her hands to her sides and slowly unclenched her fists. As her weeping slowed, she wrapped her arms around her husband. Gilles continued to hold her, still unsure of what else he should do.

      “Sois calme,” he whispered, more to himself than to her.

      Murielle pulled back a little from Gilles, her arms still around him. She looked into his eyes. Hers were wet, red, and sorrowful. He looked down and saw that the front of his tunic was soaked with her tears.

      “Je suis désolé,” she whispered, dabbing at the wet part with the tips of her fingers. She continued to brush at his tunic with her hand as if that would dry it, although it had little effect.

      Gilles did not know what to say. He could only stand there by the door and gently stroke her hair as she lay her head back down on his chest. Soon Gilles relaxed a little. He could feel Murielle’s heartbeat soft in her chest and could hear her breathing broken only by an occasional sniffle. Before he realized it, he was gently rocking her back and forth in his arms. At that moment he thought he could feel her soul touching his.

      “Je suis désolé,” she whispered again. “I am sorry. I do not know...” She trailed off.

      Gilles knew what he should do, although it went against everything he believed was right. Lord Aufeese had given him a vision of how to save their daughter. He was sure that a vision from a god must be followed implicitly. But here was his wife, completely distraught over the entire matter with their daughter. Certainly, this was difficult on her. It was difficult enough for him. He had prayed every day since he had first noticed Emmeline’s first steps into womanhood that she would be spared this indignity. As time passed and the stories grew more disturbing, he prayed ever more urgently. He had heard stories in Darloque at the Market, stories beyond merely disturbing, stories which reeked of sickness, horror, and madness. Every day the terror grew inside him, and still he prayed. He prayed to Lord Aufeese to deliver his daughter past this dangerous age and safely into her maturity where the Prince would no longer be a threat to her.
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