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The Tale of Lady Spite

 


Loreth walked quickly even though her legs had long since grown
numb from the cold. Each step sent spirals of dry snow into the air
as she marched against the river's flow. Gren trudged along behind
her. Weighed down by the heavy pack he sank deep into the snow that
covered the trail and looked more like a miserable mule than a
young man.

To lift both their spirits and to keep them focused on why they
had left their village, she sang, though she doubted Gren heard
much over the load roaring of the river, "'Simple John, he danced
no more, for chains did bind him to a cold river’s floor. And one
last time he tried-'"

A loud wail interrupted her, the scream louder even than the
clamoring of the river. She turned to Gren and paled when she saw
him cringe in fear. Any of the other village lads would have been a
braver companion, but nothing she offered could convince them to
travel with her into the mountains and nothing had been all Gren
had needed.

Recovering herself and forcing a smile, Loreth said, "I guess
we're heading the right way."

Gren asked, "How'd you know that Lory?"

"Don't you remember...'a traveler might hear, the widow Lady
Flower's wail...'" Loreth did not believe that part of the story
herself, for she knew that Lady Flower could not still be alive,
not after all these years, but the answer seemed to satisfy
Gren.

He asked, "What else will we be finding, besides a crying widow
and a drowned man, Lory?"

"Loreth!"

"Right. Sorry. So, what is it? A trove of coins? A magic
sword?"

A magic sword... seriously? She pinned Gren with an evil eye and
he flinched. "No Gren. Not a magic sword. Better. I -- we -- won't
be poor any more."

"You ain't poor L-Loreth. Your pa, the deacon, he lives in the
town's biggest manor. You even have servants!"

"Servant. One. Once we had dozens! And jewels. And pretty
dresses."

Gren scratched his matted brown hair and whistled loudly. "You
must have been really rich, back when you lived in the city. Maybe
I can find you a prettier dress... not that the one you're wearing
isn't pretty, it is, but if you weren't wearing it-" Gren's face
flushed and he stopped talking and hustled ahead of her. An hour or
so later he crested the peak of the hill and stopped. He just stood
there, staring down into the valley and Loreth hurried to catch
him.

"Who's that?" he asked. Out on the plain below, the river
crawled up -- or down, she supposed, depending on your perspective
-- the bosom of the mountains. This was where they needed to go.
But someone else was ahead of them, a hunched figure wearing a dark
robe and leaning on a gnarled wooden staff.

"I don't know." Loreth replied.

"Well, I hope they find some shelter," Gren said as he pointed
to a mass of dour grey clouds. "A storm is on her way."
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The wind was a howling, clutching beast by the time Gren found
them a small cave. It was shallow but Gren started a small fire to
warm them.

"Why do people still talk about Simple John and Lady Flower so
much? It was such a long time ago and I figure they killed him for
a right reason," Gren was jabbing a stick into the small fire,
sending up small flares into the smothered air of the cave.

"Right reason! You think the townsfolk justified?" Gren was just
like all the peasants in Gulch, unsophisticated heathens who did
not understand beauty or grace. They needed a good deacon, a man
like her father, to set them back to the faith, but she just wished
another had taken the post. Not him.

"Well... maybe..."

Loreth said, "Maybe? They were in love Gren! Certainly she was
married... but to a weed farmer! Simple John saved her from that
life, or would have, if the town had not been so evil. What they
did to him -- they tortured him, drowned him."

"I'm sorry Lory, it's just that when people tell the story
around these parts, they tell it differently."

"Fools."



"I wouldn't want my wife taken," Gren muttered under his breath.
Loreth's face flamed red but she kept her tongue still and just
watched as Gren poked at the fire with a stick. What would it have
been like if another boy had come, instead of Gren? She smirked.
They'd be trying to poke more than the fire.

Gren looked up, asked, "What's the matter Loreth? I didn't mean
to upset you-"

"You upset me well enough Gren but no, I was just thinking
about... home."

"I'm sure your pa's fine. Just worried he'll be, that's
all."

"My real home is still back in the city." Of course that was not
true. The church owned the manor and would have given it to her
father's replacement.

"Ah."

She continued, "The city is a beautiful place Gren, with white
walls and tall towers cradling a glorious dock where the world
comes to trade. Our manor... the famous and the rich came to visit
father, to receive his blessing. His church was the largest, with
beautiful columns and a vaulted ceiling. By the rot, I wish father
had never promised what he did. Never brought us here."

Gren said, "Gulch is a good place Lory. And we really needed a
new deacon since old man Evans passed away. Your pa, he's real
good, all the old folks say so. They're really happy he
came." The young man's face flushed a little and he looked
away.

What more did the boy have to say? She asked, "And?"

"It's just that some people, they speak unkindly about you
Lory."

"What do they say?"

Gren bit his lip. "That you're spoiled and sour. Mean,
even."

"Mean?" Loreth repeated viciously, "Do you think I'm mean
Gren?"

"No, of course not. I think you're perfect."

"Just shut up and let me sleep." She lay down and closed her
eyes quickly, not wanting Gren to see the tears welling there. If
they wanted to see mean she would show them mean. They thought her
just a spoiled city girl. When she was wealthy she would return and
show them. They had no idea what she was capable of.
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Loreth very much wanted to throw Gren from the narrow ledge they
were using to descend into the valley. To the right he would
plummet to his fool-headed death, to the left he would drown in the
frigid river. She was tired -- the wailing had started again during
the night and she could no longer dismiss it as the wind. Ahead of
them, something was crying in pain.

And now Gren would not stop asking questions.

"What's the sack for Lory? The empty one, I mean?"

"It's just a sack."

"But I'm carrying lots already. And I don't understand what it's
for."

"You didn't complain yesterday."

Gren replied, "Yeah, I did but you weren't... you were
busy."

Sighing, Loreth turned and set her pack down. She moved to Gren
and was both amused and annoyed when he flinched. She grabbed the
back of his head and before he could squirm away she pressed her
lips against his. He stopped resisting as her tongue slid into his
mouth. She parted from him, left him gasping.

"Just listen to me and when we return to town there'll be more
of that."Gren picked up the sack and followed her, silent now, his
mouth turned upwards into a bright smile.

It was mid-afternoon when they saw the stranger again, visible
far ahead of them and almost at the river.

"Moves like a woman," Gren said.

"You know a lot about women, do you Gren?"

He blushed. "Well enough, I reckon."

"We'll see," Loreth said, biting hard on her lip. She was angry
that someone else was going to find Simple John before she did. It
was not fair! More so it seemed a strange coincidence. How could
they have known? "You didn't tell anyone we were traveling here, or
what for, did you? You kept your promise, right?"

Gren said nothing and Loreth's face flushed angrily. Had this
stranger decided to find John before Loreth could?

#

A forest survived on the edge of the river and through the
sparse trees Loreth saw that the Tale of Lady Flower was no tale.
Here was where the villagers, Gren's ancestors, had drowned a man
for the crime of love. Four massive chains, each tethered to a tall
red tree, snaked into the river. Beneath the river, bound by the
chains, she knew they would find Simple John's corpse.

She might have smiled, if not for the old woman.

A small fire was lit near the river's edge and an old pan sat
atop a crude stove of spitting river rock. The woman stood between
river and fire, reaching down intermittently to pull thick strips
of sizzling meat from the pan and toss them into the water.

Loreth dragged Gren and the two hid behind a tangle of tossed up
river logs as the woman threw strip after strip. Each time the meat
landed in the river, the water churned for several long seconds.
Loreth shivered; the cold from the snow she was crouched in seeped
through her dress. The woman was ancient, her spine bowed like a
full sail. Her dress, though soiled at the fringes from the trek,
was otherwise well kept and she wore a small black hat; the kind
old ladies liked to wear. Eventually the pan emptied and the woman
turned to leave, kicking snow over the fire.

Because she was focused entirely on watching the woman walk away
Loreth almost shrieked when Gren tapped her shoulder. He whispered,
"That's widow Dalen. She's blind. I ought help her home."

"Blind? If a blind woman can find her way out here, she can find
her way home. We won't be helping her."

"But-"

"I'm in charge. We stay." Loreth stood up once the woman was a
black speck on the horizon. "How well do you know her?"

"Not well. She lives out in the woods beyond the town. Doesn't
come in often."

"What was she doing out here?" Loreth could not understand why
the woman would be making offerings to the river. The old rites had
died out long ago, even in these backwards parts of the kingdom. Or
did she know the chains bound Simple John and was giving the
offering to him?

"I don't know... Lory, the wailing, it's stopped."

Loreth walked to the river's edge, the smell of partially cooked
meat still strong in the air. The massive chains creaked and
clanged with the water's thrusting flow. She peered into the river
but the current was too fast, the water too dark.

Loreth nodded. "You still think the townsfolk justified?"

"No," Gren said, shaking his head. "Right in the why maybe...
but not the how. Men ought be buried proper like."

Loreth smiled and said, "That's wise Gren. That's what we should
do. Unchain and bring him back to town. Bury him, properly."

"You said we just needed to find him, that his treasure would be
here for the taking. But disturbing the dead, it ain't right."

"We won't be disturbing him... you already said he's not buried
properly. We'd be making things right."

Gren scrunched up his face and swished his nose about as if he
were a rat contemplating a piece of cheese in a trap. "You'd have
your father give him the funeral rites?"

Loreth nodded.

"This is going to take a lot of work," he said as he stared out
at the river, "I'll need to burn out them trees holding the chains.
Burn three of them, in fact. Then drag him in with the last chain.
I'll have to cross the river."

"I'll start a fire, to dry your clothing."

Gren said, "But I only brought what I'm wearing. I'll freeze, if
I'm... I'm not clothed, you know."

"While your clothes dry I know ways to keep you warm."

"Like how?" Gren asked, staring at her blankly, "You brought
more clothes? I'm not wearing one of your dresses-"

"Gren! Ways. You and me. Under a blanket."

When he finally understood his face flushed.

He set to work.

Quickly.
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Simple John's corpse was in remarkable condition. His skin, a
deep blue-black in color, did not appear to have deteriorated
significantly. There were deep scars across his chest and face but
they had healed before he had died and were now simply dark lines
and blemishes. Only his clothing had fallen victim to the scourge
of time, the years spent underwater having dissolved them. With his
eyes closed it was difficult to determine but Loreth thought Simple
John a handsome man. He was muscular but in a graceful, aquiline
manner that no town boy could match.

"Lory, I’m cold," Gren said, a shy grin on his face. He was
naked, his clothing lain out on rocks around the fire. His hair
smoldered from the fire's heat, their sleeping blanket wrapped
about his shoulders. Behind him stood the crude lean-to Loreth had
constructed -- just logs leaned up against a mass of driftwood. As
long as the weather stayed mild they would be fine to sleep the
night in the open. Gren had a spark of excitement in his eye
however, and even though he was exhausted, she knew he wanted more
than sleep. She brushed the backs of her fingers across Simple
John's cheek before she wrapped him in the sack.

The Story of Lady Flower had haunted Loreth since childhood. And
more than just foolishly naïve girls debated the story's merits --
there were classes in the grand universities devoted to discussing
this folk tale. It was popular, perhaps the most popular of the
rural stories that had been collected by historians. The tale of
those two tragic lovers had at first formed Loreth's ideas of
romantic love and developed her initial impressions of the man she
thought she ought marry. As she grew older she realized it
represented how parents oppressed and held back their children from
becoming truly happy. Loreth had hated that long wagon trip to
Gulch (had hated her father for it) but when she had seen the two
black oaks, the same ones that the lovers in the fable had kissed
beneath... she had known that her situation was not entirely
hopeless.

She knew finding Lady Flower's grave would prove more difficult,
but that could happen later, after she had revealed Simple John.
Many would pay to see him; many more would pay Loreth to find his
lover. Did the poor woman still wear the crown woven by John's
fingers? He had promised to make her queen of the wild lands and
they had built a cabin in the woods to live free from the rules and
cruelties of the town.

Loreth would never settle for a cabin in the woods. Never. After
selling Simple John she would buy herself a large estate with
dozens of servants. Handsome men would read to her stories of
intrigue and adventure and when she desired for them to do so, they
would seduce her. No, she shared little in common with Lady Flower
and Simple John but they were about to give her the future she
craved.

She crawled into the lean-to with Gren and made good on her
promise to him.

Moments later he was asleep and Loreth could only think of
Simple John. She rolled out from beneath Gren and he hardly
stirred. Why did that old lady come out here; why throw meat into
the water? As she drew her dress over her shoulders she stared at
the sack covered corpse. Curious she walked towards it, her skin
shivering as she left the sphere of warmth cast by the dying fire.
She bent and pulled open the sack.

"You are a handsome man," Loreth said, leaning close to him, her
lips hovering about his face. She thought it odd how the moonlight
made his skin appear almost alive. His lips were moist and she
quivered at the thought of pressing hers against his. She pulled
back, withdrawing the warmth of her breath from his face, her
stomach churning as she realized she had almost kissed a corpse.
She shook her head to clear the almost-memory from her mind and
went back to Gren, pulling herself very close to the farmer's
son.
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