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Part 1
Chapter 1
“What kind of blade is this?”
In the library of Vayde Manor, five-year-old Diana Vayde sat upon the floor. Her golden-red hair was brightly lit by the sunlight that poured through the open window. She gazed up at Finn as he flailed his arms about, a small knife in his hand. He lunged to the side and made a stabbing motion, then jumped back and brought the knife up to block an invisible attack.
“The queen was a glorious fighter,” Finn said, as he continued to lunge and jump around the library. “She took on each opponent with such agility; some believed she was made of air. But, of course, she was. She was the daughter of Xana, one of the two great dragons. The dragon blood running through her human body gave her powers beyond that of normal humans. But, it was not enough to save her. In fact, it destroyed her.”
“She died?” Diana gasped.
“Aye, she did. It was the powers of the dragon blood that allowed Xana to take possession of her daughter’s mind and command her to kill King Aric and all their children. Queen Eva was so consumed with guilt over what she had done, and so filled with anger at her mother for making her do it, that she threw herself off the castle roof and onto the jagged obsidian rocks below.”
Diana gasped, her tiny hands flying to her mouth.
Finn knelt in front of Diana and whispered conspiratorially.
“Did you know that obsidian rock is the only way to kill the minions of Xana? It poisons their blood.”
“Really?” she whispered back.
“That is why Eva flung herself onto the rocks; she knew they would poison her.”
Diana pictured Xana and her vast armies of dark and treacherous creatures who preyed upon the Draelin, the followers of the great dragon, Si-An. In her mind’s eye, she saw dirty snarling teeth, sharp claws, and towering bodies of fur. She saw Draelin soldiers wielding obsidian swords to take down the beasts as they leapt at their victims. She also saw Queen Eva standing proudly on the edge of the Tinas castle, her dark hair billowing in the wind, before plunging to her death.
“But, all was not lost,” Finn said dramatically springing to his feet once again. “Queen Eva’s daughter, Wynn, survived. And as Wynn left the shores of Tinas, she vowed that her mother and father would one day be reborn and reunite the tribes of Tinas.”
“What happened to Wynn?”
“Oh, she lived for a very long time. She bore a son named Lache, who later returned and rebuilt Tinas. Lache’s grandson built this house.”
This puzzled Diana. “But this is my father’s house.”
“Aye, but many, many years ago it belonged to Leif, Lache’s grandson.”
Finn stuck his dagger back into its sheath at his hip and stood proudly before Diana
Diana laughed and clapped her hands. “I like your stories, Finn.”
He smiled and gave her a graceful bow. “Why, thank you.”
Finn had come to live with Diana’s grandfather when he was five. Diana was only a year old then. In the nearly five years since that day, Finn had spent countless hours telling Diana stories about fairies, mermaids, flying horses, and especially dragons; dragons and the Draelin in particular, for they were Diana’s favorites.
Diana and Finn looked and acted as if they were siblings, though they were not. They were both pale with soft complexions, their frames small and lithe. Their noses were almost the same delicate shape. Finn’s hair was shoulder length, shaggy, and a few shades darker than the sun-lit red hair that flowed from Diana’s head. The most striking difference between them was their eyes; Finn’s eyes were as blue as a warm summer day, while Diana’s were as green as fresh spring grass.
Finn sniffed the air and smiled.
“I think Merlyn has cooked up a marvelous batch of rabbit stew. Shall we go to dinner?”
With that, they raced into the kitchen. Merlyn was leaning over the cooking pot hanging above the fire, stirring with a wooden spoon. His long dark hair was pulled back loosely at the nape of his neck.
“Is it ready?” Diana asked him. He smiled at her.
“I do believe it is.”
Diana hurried to the kitchen table and sat down. Finn sat next to her on the bench and they both waited patiently for Merlyn to serve them. He gave each of them large bread trenchers and ladled stew into them. Diana ravenously began shoveling spoonfuls into her mouth.
“Do you not say grace before you eat?” a deep voice said angrily from behind them. It made Diana jump and spill gravy down her front. Her uncle, Jeremiah, walked around the table and faced her and Finn, giving each of them a stern look of disdain. He folded his arms across his chest and looked at Merlyn, his father. “Well?” he asked. Diana looked down and began to fidget with the hem of her sleeve.
“It is not something we practice,” Merlyn replied.
Diana did not look up at her uncle.
“You should consider their immortal souls! They would go straight to hell if they were to die this very day.” Jeremiah sat on the bench on the other side of the table.
Diana turned her head and looked at Finn; he was looking directly at Jeremiah, his face expressionless. She glanced up at Merlyn, her grandfather. He didn’t look like a grandfather, especially around Jeremiah. She expected a grandfather to be hunched over at the shoulders, with silver hair, deep wrinkles, and a long beard, as the other grandfathers of the village were. Merlyn was tall with a strong back, hair as black as a hawk’s, with only the faintest of lines at the corners of eyes and mouth. His son, Jeremiah, resembled him so much, that some mistook them for brothers.
Diana watched Merlyn’s dark eyes as they played tug of war with Jeremiah’s. He felt Diana looking at him and turned to her with a kind expression.
“Finish your stew, little one,” he told her.
Diana picked up her spoon.
Jeremiah spoke again, “We will say grace first.” Diana finally looked at him, and the dark look in his eyes was as horrible as she had expected. Jeremiah looked at Merlyn. “If I am sitting at this table, I will say grace, and those who sit at the table with me, will join.” He looked at Diana and Finn. “You will both fold your hands like so,” he said, folding his hands before him, “and bow your heads.” Finn and Diana looked at Merlyn. He reluctantly nodded, and they bowed their heads. “You will not raise your heads again until I have finished saying the prayer and complete it with an ‘Amen.’ Is that understood?” Jeremiah continued.
“Yes, sir,” muttered Finn, keeping his head down.
“Diana?” Jeremiah asked turning to her. She looked up at him again and mumbled a defiant “Yes, sir.” Jeremiah bowed his head, and Diana did the same.
“Our father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven. Give us this day, our daily bread, and forgive us of our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. For thine is the kingdom and the glory, forever and ever. Amen.”
Diana raised her eyes to see if Jeremiah had lifted his head. He had done so. He met her eyes again, “Now, you may eat.” He stood from the table and walked into the dining room. “Father, a word, if you please,” he said without turning around. Merlyn put the stew pot back over the fire and followed Jeremiah out, giving Diana and Finn a quick wink.
Diana picked up her spoon and grudgingly began eating again. She wasn’t sure why Jeremiah had come to Vayde Manor. He didn’t seem to like it there. All he did was walk around the village, his nose high in the air, and look down at all the natives with a self-righteous smile on his face. He had tried to talk to a few of them about the Bible. He knew they spoke English so he didn’t deem it necessary to learn their language, but when they replied in their native language, Jeremiah became frustrated and walked away.
Diana and Finn sat silent through the remainder of dinner. It wasn’t until the kitchen door was pushed open and a large mass of moving black fur walked into the house that another word was spoken.
“A wolf!” Jeremiah said with jolt, as he walked into the room at precisely the wrong time.
Diana looked down at the creature that had come to a rest next to her. The wolf looked up at her, licked his lips, and turned his head to Jeremiah with a curious look. Diana looked back at Jeremiah.
“It is only Si. He just finished his dinner.”
“You have a wolf for a pet?”
“He is not a pet. He only comes to visit. Merlyn met him on a hunting trip.”
Jeremiah scooted Diana and Finn out of the house, requesting they take Si, the wolf, with them. Finn ran off towards the village. Diana assumed he was on a mission to collect fish from his favorite fishing spot near the bridge. Diana sat down on the front steps of the house, Si at her side. Just beyond the stone fence of the front yard was the village. Longhouses and huts were built sparsely among the trees, housing a dozen Minwah families. The Verota River sat to the east, a little over a dozen yards from the village. A half-mile long path that Merlyn referred to as Vayde Road passed through the center of the village.
Diana watched a small group of Minwah children playing a game with sticks. Flain, a girl of twelve was in the middle of the group, coaching them on. She spent much of her time with one small boy in particular, who seemed uncommonly shy. Diana did not recognize the small boy, and guessed he was visiting from another village.
Merlyn had left Jeremiah sulking in the kitchen and stepped into the foyer. He saw Diana sitting on the step, her hands holding up her head in a rather gloomy fashion. He followed her gaze towards the other children and walked up behind her.
“Why are you not playing as well?”
Diana didn’t look at him. “I do not want to.”
“Why ever not?”
She shrugged and dug her bare toes into the rocks of the front path. She didn’t want to tell him that she wanted to play with Finn, but that he had run off.
“That young boy looks like he could use another friend,” Merlyn encouraged.
“Flain is with him. He will do well with her.”
Diana glanced over at her grandfather and saw his hunting knife resting on his belt. And a thought struck her.
“When will I get to go hunting with you?”
He followed her line of sight to his knife and smiled kindly as he removed it from its sheath.
“You want to go hunting? With this?”
“Yes.”
Merlyn chuckled. “I think you could go hunting with me next time. But, I’d wait until you were a little older to get a knife like this.” Diana didn't think she was very young; she would be six in a few months. She wondered how old she had to be to have a dagger. Finn was nine and had a small knife. Maybe when she was ten she'd be able to have a dagger like Merlyn's. When you're ten, you have two digits to your age. Ten was a good strong age.
“What kind of blade is that?” she asked her grandfather. The well-honed blade, longer than her forearm, was pearly black and set into a handle made of deep red wood.
“This is obsidian.”
“Obsidian? Like the rock that killed Queen Eva?”
Merlyn smiled warmly. “The natives use rocks like those as arrowheads.”
“This could be an arrowhead?” She was more accustomed to seeing arrowheads made of lighter colored stone.
“Aye. You do not see much of that kind of rock here. They are worth a lot in a trade because they are very strong.” He handed the knife to her to examine more closely.
She handled it gingerly until she got a firm grip on the handle. She pictured herself prowling the woods with the black dagger, waiting for Xana’s minions to cross her path and meet their end. An obsidian dagger would be very useful if war broke out again between the two dragons.
“Could I borrow it? Just for today?”
“Be careful.” He gave her a semi-stern look. She just smiled back calmly then danced around the yard fighting imaginary enemies.
April 30, 1680
“He is a vicious creature, nothing more.”
As dusk began to settle, a large fire sprouted up in the middle of the village. Diana leaned against the stone fence at the edge of the yard and watched Flain and her sister, Yahmka, set up drums near the blazing fires. They were clothed in short dresses with no sleeves, their gleaming dark hair was unbraided and loose across their backs. Yahmka looked up at Diana and smiled. Diana smiled back and Yahmka walked towards her.
“Will you be joining us?” she asked.
“For what?” Diana asked.
“Beltane.”
“Beltane?”
“It is a fire festival.”
Flain walked up to them. “Your father and mother used to participate in the festival every year,” she said.
“You knew my parents?” Diana asked.
“Oh, yes. Lord Matthew was a kind man. We were all quite sad when he disappeared. Then word came that he had died, and we all suffered the loss of your mother, Lady Dana. She was lovely and danced with us often,” she smiled fondly. Diana was flabbergasted. Most natives did not talk of her parents. Merlyn rarely did. Flain’s candidness was quite warming.
Diana recalled the story Merlyn had told her. Her father had gone on a hunting trip and disappeared. Then, a week later, a hunting partner of his returned to the manor and informed Diana’s mother that Matthew had been killed. Diana’s mother was so consumed with grief that she drowned herself. She was eight months pregnant with Diana. Her body was found in time to cut Diana from her mother’s womb and save her life.
“As the Lady of Terras, you should be at the festival as well,” Flain continued.
Diana beamed as the sound of “Lady of Terras” swam in her head.
“I will ask if I can come to the festival,” she told Flain immediately.
Flain smiled happily. “I will see you shortly then.”
Flain walked back toward the village. Diana and Yahmka looked at each other and giggled happily.
*
After what sounded like a great war between Merlyn and Jeremiah, Diana was allowed to attend the Beltane festival. Finn would be going as her “chaperone.” Diana picked out her favorite dress, a white sleeveless frock that flared when she spun around. Merlyn then sat her down and combed the knots out of her hair, a long and painful process. When he was done, she ran up the stairs to get Finn. He was dressed in a pair of deerskin breeches and a white tunic. He bowed and smiled genially. Diana giggled. He offered his arm to her, and she took it. They walked down the stairs together. Merlyn was standing just inside the parlor, once again arguing with Jeremiah.
“It is a pagan fertility festival, Father! You cannot possibly be allowing them to go! They are children!” She heard Jeremiah say.
“Nobody will be procreating on the grass in front of them.”
“What is procreating?” Diana whispered to Finn.
“Breed. Like the rabbits do.”
Diana remembered the previous spring when she saw a pair of rabbits… breeding.
“Ew!” she exclaimed loudly.
Merlyn glanced at the kids before continuing his discussion with Jeremiah.
“They will dance and play with the other children; it is not the catastrophe you are expecting it to be.” Merlyn turned his back on Jeremiah and gave his full attention to Diana and Finn. “I see you two are ready.”
“Yes, sir!” Diana said, dancing a little. She could hear the drumming and laughter from outside and it filled her with excitement.
“Be mindful of the fires, and stay within sight of the manor. I shall be out shortly.”
Diana squealed, let go of Finn’s arm, and dashed out the door.
“Wait for me!” Finn called after her.
Diana found Yahmka and twirled around in her dress to show her the flare. Yahmka laughed, “You look quite lovely, Lady Vayde.”
“Thank you. So do you, Lady Yahmka.”
They giggled again.
“Girls.” Finn muttered.
“So, what do we do at Beltane?” Diana asked.
Yahmka shrugged. “We can ask Flain.”
They found Flain sitting next to their brother, Oke, in the doorway of one of the longhouses. Oke was ten years older than Flain, tall, lean, and dark, with a long braided mohawk that trailed down his back and curving black tattoos that looked like antlers on each side of his head. He and his siblings were the only villagers skilled in the native art of tattooing, having learned it from their mother, the Minwah matriarch. His eyes were currently focused on the arm of a man getting his first tattoo.
Diana didn’t recognize the man, though there was something familiar about him. He was as tall as Oke and a few years older, with shoulder length black hair that curled carelessly around his ears and eyes that shimmered like the sun at dusk. Though he looked more European than native, his skin was a lovely bronze color as if he had spent many summer days outside. He sat as still as a tree while Oke tapped at the man’s skin with a pointed stick and a small wooden hammer. Diana watched transfixed as blood oozed from the cuts.
“Does that hurt?” she whispered, afraid to talk loud and cause the man pain.
The man looked at her and winked, “Only a bit.”
Diana wanted to ask Finn why anyone would want to subject themselves to the pain of such a thing, but when she looked at him, he looked quite dumbfounded.
“Are you well?”
“Hm?” he asked without looking at her.
“Are you well?”
He looked at her then, his eyes large and his mouth agape.
“Finn appears to be lost for words for the first time in his short life,” Flain said smoothly.
Finn shut his mouth and glared at her, “I am only two years younger than you!”
Flain smirked and stood up. “Come along, there is dancing to be done.”
Flain led Finn, Diana, and Yahmka away from Oke and the man with the golden eyes. Diana glanced back at the strange man. He nodded his head cordially before Diana lost sight of him as she walked around the far side of the fire.
“Flain, what do we do on Beltane?” Yahmka asked.
“Well, tonight is the night when you let all your freedom and energy loose,” Flain explained. “Run, jump, climb trees, dance around the fire, act as ridiculous as you choose. You are celebrating. Let all the new life around you fill you up and make you feel as free as a bird.”
“Can we fly, then?” Finn asked her.
Flain looked at him expressionless and he smiled back a grin full of cheekiness, his eyes glittering like a pair of blue marbles.
“If you think you might be able to fly, Finn, you may do so.”
"I want to dance!” Finn announced and grabbed Yahmka’s hand, pulling her into the dancing around the fire.
Diana and Flain ran after them. They danced and jumped around the fire. The four children attempted to keep pace with the adults as the beats filled their ears. Others joined in the dancing too, clapping, singing, and dancing around them. Diana indeed felt like she might be able to fly. The heat of the flame near her only charged her inner energy. She danced and twirled until she was dizzy and plopped down in the grass. She laughed as she watched the others continue to dance, Flain as graceful as a leaping doe. At one point Finn climbed a nearby tree and for a frightful second Diana thought he would leap from a high branch in an attempt to fly. She was relieved when he sat in the crook of a lower branch and watched the show below, clapping and chanting with everyone else. He looked peaceful and energetic at the same time, as if he truly belonged in the trees.
A sharp cry broke through the darkness.
The drums stopped beating, the dancers stopped dancing, and everyone stood stock still and silent. Oke and the stranger he was tattooing jumped to their feet and looked down Vayde Road. Their eyes scanned the trees, while their ears listened attentively to any sound that was out of the ordinary. Diana looked at Finn. He was standing on the tree branch, looking toward Vayde Manor.
A moment later, war cries broke out from the trees all around them.
Finn jumped down from his perch and grabbed Diana’s hand. “Come on.” He pulled her towards the manor. They dodged frightened children and women along the way, and narrowly escaped the lunge of a frightening native in a blue coat with a tomahawk in his hand. From somewhere behind them, Diana heard the snarl and snapping jaws of a wolf. She quickly looked back, hoping to see Si protecting the village people, but it was not Si she saw. It was a gray wolf, larger than Si, and fiercer looking. It was attacking the Minwah. She heard wolf howls among the war cries and ran even faster with Finn. As they stepped into the yard, Merlyn ran past them towards the village. Diana turned back frightened that he was running to danger, but Finn tugged at her arm and hurried her inside, closing the door behind them.
They charged into the kitchen and saw Jeremiah standing in front of the fireplace, his eyes closed and hands woven together in prayer. Diana wondered if he ever did anything other than pray. Finn pushed the kitchen table against the back door to bar it, then pulled the cellar door open.
“Come on Diana, we will be safer down here,” Finn told her.
“We should pray so that God may save our souls,” Jeremiah told them, momentarily breaking away from his prayers.
Finn glared at him. “You would be much more helpful outside getting others to safety. God would rather you save their lives, then their souls, right now. If you do not, he might consider it to be murder.”
He turned and led Diana down the cellar stairs, closing the door behind him. They made their way down in the dark, their hands on the cold stone wall, their bare feet carefully feeling for each step. When they reached the bottom they hid beneath the stairs on a sack of wheat. The village food stores were kept in the cellar of Vayde Manor, safely away from the summer sun and thieving animals. The thick walls of hard stone even managed to keep out rodents of all sizes.
Diana listened to Jeremiah’s footsteps as he walked to the far side of the house.
“Why are we under attack, Finn?” Diana whispered.
“I do not know,” Finn replied. “They are natives though, and wearing French colors.”
“There were wolves too.”
“I heard them. The attacking natives had animal blood on their faces. The wolves must have picked up the scent and followed them.”
“Why are we being attacked by the French?”
“Because we are English,” Finn told her.
“But, you are Scottish.”
He chuckled. “Aye, but it makes no difference to them.”
“No worry,” she told him. “I have Merlyn’s dagger. We will be safe.” She pulled it from a sheath she had strapped to her thigh.
“How did you get that?”
“He showed it to me earlier. He said I could have it for the day.”
“And you had it strapped to your leg this whole time. How did you dance with that thing on?”
“It was no bother,” she shrugged.
Diana and Finn sat in the darkness and listened to the commotion outside. The stone walls of the manor kept out most of the noise, but they could still hear screams as if they were coming from a great distance.
*
Jeremiah stood on the upper floor of the workshop. The view from the window reviled him. Natives were butchering natives. The godless people of the valley had no souls and his father was raising children in this heathenistic place. They needed God. They needed a church. They needed him.
He scanned the battle for his father. The man was amidst the fray, guiding natives to safety. The vicious snarling wolves and French-clothed natives seemed to avoid him at all costs. They instead focused on the helpless villagers that Merlyn was unable to reach quickly enough.
Jeremiah knitted his hands together to pray once more, but a vision caught his eyes. A small native boy was being guided by his mother through the fight. French-clothed natives made attempts to seize the pair, but found themselves tripping on branches and tree roots before reaching them. The child looked strangely familiar to him, as if he was looking at a distorted photograph from his youth.
Something churned in Jeremiah, a gnawing feeling of betrayal and an aching need to protect. A force he couldn’t change drove him down the stairs and out into the battle. It chilled his bones.
*
Screaming, crying, and fear filled Merlyn’s ears. The children of the village clutched at their parents or helped guide younger siblings to the safety of the boats. The safest place for the Minwah was across Lake Verota.
They had been ambushed by Algonquins attacking from the hills to the west of the village and rabid wolves attacking from the south. The wolves and Algonquin fought together – a symbiosis Merlyn had not seen for many years. An unsettling feeling washed over him and he quickly looked at the manor. He knew Finn would keep Diana safe, but he could only guess where they were hiding.
Oke rushed up to him, the knife in his hand glistened with blood. Oke shook his head, “I apologize, sir. We were not prepared for this. Kirin is doing his best, but he needs help.”
Merlyn clapped Oke on the shoulder. “You have done well, that is all I can ask for.”
“It is her, is it not? She has done this.”
“Go take your sisters to safety.”
Oke nodded with a swift bow then made for the boats.
Merlyn searched the crowd for Kirin and found his friend valiantly taking on a small swarm of Algonquins alone. The unfinished tattoo on his arm glittered with fresh blood as one of his foes managed to nick his arm with the tip of a blade. Kirin quickly dispatched his enemy with a crushing blow to the throat.
“Taiomah! Taiomah!” A deafening scream broke through Merlyn. He turned swiftly and looked for the source. On the other side of the village a native woman was struck down as her young son was pulled away from her. A cloaked figure held the boy tightly and pulled a silver blade across his scalp.
Merlyn was across the village before fear had a chance to overtake him.
His rapid approach forced the cloaked figure to drop the boy and run in terrified retreat.
Merlyn knelt in front of the boy. The boy shook with fear as he stared at his dead mother on the ground. Merlyn rubbed the boy’s shoulder. “I am terribly sorry. Come, I know a place you can rest.”
*
A scraping noise echoed through the cellar. It sounded like stone rubbing against stone. Diana scanned the cellar for the sound and realized it came from the wall on the other side of the room. She inched closer to Finn and gripped his hand, holding out the obsidian dagger defensively with the other. A small gleam of light trickled into the room. Three shadows flickered against a nearby wall, one large, one small, and one animal-like.
Merlyn appeared from the hole in the wall, a torch in his hand and Si at his side. He sighed in relief at the sight of Diana and Finn. Diana lowered the dagger.
"I hoped you would be down here,” he told them. “Good. I have some company for you."
Diana looked at the figure hiding in the shadows behind them and immediately thought of Yahmka. Instead, the small native boy who had been playing with Flain earlier stepped into the room. He had great bloody patches on his head scattered among his long dark hair, as if someone had been forcefully cutting away his hair at the scalp. She also noticed that he wasn’t as dark as the other natives. His skin was nearly as pale as her own, but there was definitely some native blood flowing in his veins. His fists were clenched and he had a scowl on his dirty face.
"Look after him. I need to get back out there," Merlyn instructed.
“What about Yahmka?” Diana asked nervously.
“I saw her get into a boat with Oke and her sisters.” he said with a small smile. Diana’s insides filled with happiness. If Yahmka got into a boat, perhaps they were going to safety on the other side of the lake, which meant that they would be able to see each other again.
Merlyn went back through the tunnel in the wall and rolled the stone door closed behind him.
They were once again thrust into darkness. Si shuffled across the floor and curled into a ball at Finn and Diana’s feet. Diana's eyes adjusted and she see saw the outline of the native boy standing in front of them.
"What is your name?" Diana asked him.
The boy grunted.
"He sounds like a bear cub," Diana giggled.
"Then we shall call him 'Bear'," Finn said.
Diana held her hand out to him. "Come, Bear, you can sit with us."
Bear looked at her hand, then at Finn, then to her hand again. He sat on the floor next to Si, his eyes on the stone door.
“Do not worry, Bear” Diana told him. “Finn and I will keep you safe and tell you stories about the Draelin. You will like them. But, we should wait until we can go to the library, that is the best place to hear Finn’s stories.”
Bear grunted softly in reply. Diana took it to mean that he’d be happy to hear the stories and was waiting with great anticipation for the time when he could.
They all sat quietly and continued to listen to the sounds from outside. Soon, the three of them had fallen asleep in the darkness; Finn sitting up in the corner, his head leaning against the wall, Diana with her head on Finn’s shoulder, and Bear asleep where he sat as if he was not asleep at all.
*
A large grey wolf snuffled the ground near the last remaining longhouse. There was human flesh inside it, he could smell it. It was hiding from him. It was locked away in a place just out of his reach, but it was getting stronger. The scent of ash and lavender wafted up from the ground and tickled at the wolf’s nostrils. The wolf snorted in defiance at the strange mixture of smells. Then the sounds came; the whisper of wind across stone hidden deep within the earth and the rush of flame against the trees. The air around him grew hot and a jolt of pressure pushed against him. He skidded around to look behind him.
There stood a man. The fierceness in his golden eyes made the wolf tremble. It confused him. It was only a man. His flesh would fall from his bones with the softest of grazes from the wolf’s paw.
The man raised his arm to the wolf. In his hand was a knife of black stone with a silver handle. The wolf became suddenly cold.
“You may leave, wolf, or you may die,” the man said. “The choice is yours.”
The wolf looked away from the man’s frightening eyes.
The scent of ash and lavender returned to the wolf and his head turned sharply.
A man had stepped out of the longhouse. His eyes were brown and serene and cast a soothing feeling over the wolf.
“Where are you from?” Asked the man who smelled of lavender.
The wolf lowered his head in shame, unable to articulate a response.
“Do you refuse to speak? Do you know who has addressed you?” The man with the golden eyes said taking a step forward.
The wolf stepped away from him.
“Kirin,” said the man with the kind eyes, holding out his hand. “Perhaps he cannot speak.”
The man with the golden eyes, Kirin, looked at his friend.
“Surely not.” Kirin looked at the wolf again, this time with pity in his treacherous eyes. “I am sorry, my friend.” He held out his hand in a friendly manner. The wolf stepped forward cautiously and sniffed the air. The man smelled of the sea and of fire; he smelled of cozy burrows in the ground where wolves lived; he smelled of a warm patch of grass on a spring day; he smelled like the trees and the earth; he smelled like the wolf’s brothers, of home. The wolf moved to bow his head to Kirin, to show respect to the human who was one with wolf-kind, but a searing pain shot through the wolf’s ribs.
He howled in agony, unable to move.
Kirin’s gaze turned away from the wolf. His eyes were blazing like the summer sun.
“How dare you!” he snarled. “This wolf had surrendered.”
“He is a vicious creature, nothing more,” said a third man in an accent unfamiliar to the wolf’s ears. The blade that had plunged into the wolf’s back was removed and the wolf slumped onto the ground. Kirin quickly knelt at the wolf’s side and petted its snout.
“Why do you protect one of the very creatures who attacked your people?” said the man with the sharp blade.
Kirin looked up at the angry man, a tear streaming down his bronze cheek.
“He does not understand what he has done. He was not able to control himself. But, he was repentant for it. He would’ve been able to call off the others and stop the bloodshed.”
“A knife or a sword or a musket would stop the beasts. Trying to talk them into submission is a fool’s game.”
“I think it is time for you to go, Jeremiah,” said the man who smelled of lavender.
The third man, Jeremiah, snorted. “Father.”
The wolf peered up at the strange man as a fog began to cloud his vision. Jeremiah sneered at the wolf then mounted a dark horse. The hatred in Jeremiah’s eyes was more horrible than the scornful look Kirin had given him only a few moments before. This was not a man he would call a friend.
As the wolf’s breathing slowed and his vision began to fail completely, Kirin started to sing to him in a language that was both familiar and strange. It was a soft melody and smooth enough to drown out the sound of galloping footsteps speeding away.
*
Diana woke up suddenly and listened. She couldn't hear screaming anymore. She wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. Was there no one left alive to scream and cry? She was certain that Merlyn was fine. She felt nothing could ever happen to him. But, they were still in the dark cellar, which could not be a good sign.
Many moments later, the cellar door burst open and she heard heavy footsteps on the stairs above her. Si rushed up the stairs to investigate and Diana rustled Finn awake.
Merlyn stepped around the corner, covered in soot and dirt with streaks of blood across his grand face.
"Come, children," he said calmly.
Bear raised his head, rubbed his eyes and rose from the ground.
"Are all the bad people gone? Are the wolves gone?" Diana asked.
"Yes. They are gone. But at a cost. Come."
He led them up the stairs, through the kitchen and out the front door. They emerged from the house into a foggy morning and faced the absolute devastation of the attack. There was nothing left. The longhouses were gone, burnt to ash. The surrounding vegetation had been burned to almost nothing. Many small fires flickered where the trees had once been. The fire from the festival sputtered defeated. Vayde Road was dirtied with patches of blood. Most hauntingly to Diana, there was no one around. There were no dead people on the ground, nor living people crying over those that had perished. It was quiet. There was not even the sound of wildlife; a distant bird song, or a scampering squirrel.
"Where is everyone?" She asked as a light rain began to fall.
"Gone. The Minwah that survived have gone to the far side of the lake. The dead were burned where they lay so that their ashes could go back to the earth. Jeremiah is also gone. He has returned to Boston.”
Diana felt a furry head nudge her hand. She looked down at Si standing next to her, a whimper escaped his throat. She knelt and hugged him tightly. Nothing was as it once was, but at least Si had decided to stay.
“We need to plant new trees,” Finn said matter-of-factly.
Merlyn looked at him and smiled. “Yes, of course we do.”
Finn ran to the edge of the wood and plucked some acorns from a white oak tree, then ran back to Merlyn and held them out to him.
“Plant these.”
Merlyn took the acorns from his hands.
“When the fires have died down, we will plant these in the ashes, and bring life from death.”
June 1681
“These are my father’s lands!”
By the following spring, the acorns they had planted were beginning to grow. Vayde Road was finally coming back to life after a long winter. Merlyn had expanded the road, and laid stone all the way down to the main road, making it look very different than it had before. Diana felt it looked rather eerie and not as it should, but the sprouting vegetation along the edges of the road helped make it look more inviting.
It was a warm, sunny day, and Diana, Finn, and Bear were in the front yard weeding out the flower garden. Si was lying nearby, sunning himself in the cool grass. His deep snore came to a sudden halt and he lifted his head sharply. Finn followed suit a moment later and listened carefully to the wilderness around them. Diana looked at him.
“What is it?”
“Horses. And carts.”
“Carts?” No European merchant would travel so far west into Indian territory unless they were accompanying the army on an expedition. Diana and Bear stood and looked down Vayde Road, following Finn’s gaze. At the far end, Diana was able to make out a couple shapes bobbing along the road. Bear ran into the house as the clopping of hooves against the stone road reached their ears.
Merlyn emerged a moment later and stood at the edge of the lawn. He gazed down the road with a troubled look.
“Jeremiah,” he announced a moment later.
Diana squinted. She could just make out Jeremiah riding a horse, next to a horse-drawn cart bearing two riders. Another horseman wearing a red coat strode along the other side of the cart. As they got closer, Diana noticed other people on horses and carts, many of them wearing red coats.
She looked back to the manor and saw a dark-skinned face peer out through the parlor window: Bear looked like he was about to claw the eyes out of the intruders.
Merlyn stepped through the gate and stood with his arms crossed. Jeremiah spotted him and rode ahead of the other travelers.
“Good afternoon, Father,” he said, coming to a stop. Jeremiah eyed the two children standing behind the fence and the one in the window. His nose curled slightly. “I see you now have another orphan to look after.”
Bear continued to glare at him from the safety of the house.
“What brings you?” Merlyn asked.
“I thought we could rebuild Terras and bring God into the wilderness. The manor would be a great house to do God’s work.”
“You are not converting the manor into a church. And, you are not going to rebuild the village here.”
“Why not?”
“Vayde Road is now a sacred place.”
The horse-drawn carts and the other riders had caught up to Jeremiah and came to a stop. Diana could see that the riders in red coats were English military; Merlyn had a painting of his father wearing such a garment. The two figures on the nearest cart were a black-haired woman and a young boy about Diana’s age. The boy looked a great deal like the military man on the horse next to them. They both had round rosy-cheeked faces, dark blue eyes, and long hair the color of straw. Diana presumed the man was the boy’s father. The black-haired woman between them had a forceful gaze and an air of authority about her.
Merlyn scowled. “Why have you brought the army here?”
“For protection from the heathens.”
“The Minwah are not violent people, Jeremiah. The sooner you understand that, the better off you will be.”
“Father...”
“If you wish to build a village of your own, you will not do it here. There is a valley to the west of Grey Mountain that will provide you with everything you need.”
Jeremiah glared at his father. “You will not be Lord over me, Father. Lieutenant Governor Brockholls has granted me these lands.”
Diana flinched, “These are my father’s lands!”
“The child is right, Jeremiah. These lands were governed by Lord Matthew Vayde and your sister, and with their deaths, the land was passed to their sole heir, Diana. The land is hers. I govern in her name until she is old enough to do so herself.”
Jeremiah snorted. “My sister married a nobleman who took her surname when they married? One may question whether he was hiding something. Are you sure he was a true nobleman? Are you sure he ruled these lands? There are no deeds in Boston or Albany to prove his ownership. Nor any nobility papers to prove his title. King Charles does not recognize Lord Matthew Vayde.”
Si growled quietly from his place next to Diana.
“We will not be under your rule, Jeremiah.”
“So long as you stay in the manor, you will be under my rule, by order of the governor of New York.”
“Oh. Do we belong within New York’s borders then? Have the border lines been drawn between New York and Massachusetts? I thought there was still some dispute about that.”
Jeremiah pursed his lips tightly. “If you do not comply, you will be forcibly removed from the premises and banished from the Terras boundaries. Or, you can give me the manor and save yourself the trouble.”
“We are not leaving!” Diana said near to tears. A swift breeze blew down Vayde Manor, rustling the leaves of the trees and blowing Diana’s hair across her face.
Jeremiah glared at her, “Quiet child.”
Si leaned protectively against Diana’s leg and nestled his head under her hand.
“We are not leaving, Jeremiah,” Merlyn told him calmly.
“So be it. I will build in the valley, but you will be under my rule.”
Merlyn said nothing.
Jeremiah pursed his lips together and turned his horse to face his followers. “We are going to build in the valley. We will be safer there.” He passed a quick glare at Merlyn, then turned and trotted downed the center of the group of people. The people turned around as well. Diana caught the eye of the fair-haired boy. He gave her a small smile and she smiled back.
*
Diana and Finn sat perched on a boulder half-way up Grey Mountain and looked out over the bustling valley. Si the wolf was nestled between two boulders next to them and watched the activity in the valley with restrained interest. The sounds of hammers and saws crackled in their ears. Then there was a series of tremendous thuds as one of the trees fell into two others and all three of them hit the ground. The sound made Diana jump and curl up in fear.
“They are killing the trees,” she whimpered.
Finn put his arm around her shoulders, “We will plant more, just like we did last year.”
“Why could they not build among the trees, it would be much warmer in the winter.”
“Your uncle lacks patience and planning skills. He only knows he needs trees to build and a space to put the houses.”
A booming chuckle broke through the trees on their left and both children turned their head toward the sound. The laughter got louder and Diana could hear more voices talking over loud footsteps. She knew they would scare all the animals away with their noise and that deeply annoyed her. She stood quickly and shouted into the trees, “Stop making so much racket.”
The footsteps stopped and a man yelled back, “Who goes there?”
“I goes there,” Diana shouted back.
Finn snickered.
“Who is I?” the man replied.
“Diana Vayde, lady of this mountain,” Finn interjected while fighting off a laughing fit. “And I am her servant.”
The booming laugh was heard again as three people stepped out of the wood. The laughing man was of average size with a red coat, white beard, and round rosy cheeks.
“Oy! It is Diana Vayde, Lady of the Mountain. I recognize you from the manor house. How are you this glorious morning?”
“You are killing the forest,” she replied smartly, pointing towards the valley.
“My, you are one with a sharp tongue. Were you not taught respect?” said the woman who stood next to the laughing man.
Diana scowled at her, “I have respect. But not for those who destroy.”
The woman glared down at Diana and for the first time in her life, Diana became afraid of another person. This woman was not her friend. She felt she was pure evil and would stop at nothing to cause Diana ill will. She reminded her of Xana, the evil dragon in Finn’s stories.
“Come now, my dear, the child was just stating her opinion,” the laughing man said. His wife looked at him, her expression changing dramatically, to that of a nonplussed devout wife.
“I apologize, husband.” She turned back to Diana with a sickeningly pleasant smile. “I apologize to you as well, Miss Vayde. I forget you are new to city ways. My husband is a colonel in the king’s army. Most would give him a more cordial greeting.”
“Bah, Lilith! This child is the Lady of the Mountain. We are in her realm and therefore we must be cordial to her, for she outranks us.” He gave Diana a wink, then his eyes fell on Si. “And look, my dear! It is a wolf protecting her. Marvelous, is it not?”
Lilith inconspicuously raised her eyebrows to Si before remarking dryly, “Yes, love, absolutely wonderful.”
The laughing man chuckled again then extended his hand.
“I am Colonel Tobias McArthur, the second, and I am pleased to meet you.” Diana shook his hand, followed by Finn.
“Phinneas Calhoun, ward of Merlyn Vayde,” Finn told him.
“Oy! A Scotsman like meself,” said the colonel recognizing Finn’s accent.
“Aye, sir.”
“And who might your furry friend be?” He said looking again at Si.
“This is Si,” Diana said proudly.
“Well, how about that. This is my beautiful wife, Lilith, er, Mrs. McArthur to you lot, if you please,” he added sheepishly. “This young chap is my son, Toby.”
He patted the back of the little fair-haired boy standing on his other side. Toby bowed his head shyly. Diana cordially nodded her head to the boy and then turned back to McArthur.
“Why are you walking through the woods so loudly? You are disturbing the animals.”
Colonel McArthur sighed and lowered his head in polite shame, “I am afraid Lady Vayde that we need to clear a portion of your mountainside for planting fields. I was scouting the area.”
“Fields?”
“Would you deny us the right to plant food? We certainly do not want to gobble up your stores?”
Diana reluctantly thought about it. The last thing she wanted was Lilith McArthur sitting at her table, eating her food.
“How much land do you need?” she asked the colonel cautiously.
The colonel looked over the valley as he played with his beard. “Oh, I would say from just below this ridge, all the way around the valley. That would give you the upper portion to maintain as you saw fit.”
Diana valued the higher grounds – she was able to see more of the countryside. If she had to give up a part of the mountain, at least it wasn’t the part she wanted the most.
Diana nodded her head, spit in her hand (as she always did when she and Finn had come to an arrangement) and held it out to the colonel.
He chuckled merrily as Lilith sneered in disgust. Colonel McArthur spat in his hand as well and shook Diana’s hand.
“Toby! You have witnessed the treaty. You are not to allow us to clear higher than this ridge.” McArthur chuckled and patted his young son on the back.
“Yes, sir,” the boy squeaked.
The colonel clapped his hands. “Now, we shall be on our way. It was good to meet you Lady Vayde and Mr. Calhoun. I hope we will meet again.”
“Thank you, sir,” Finn replied.
Lilith leaned toward her husband and whispered in his ear. Colonel McArthur chuckled in response.
“Right you are, my dear.” He turned back to Diana and Finn. “We think it would be lovely if young Toby here could spend time with you this afternoon. Show him around the valley and such.”
Diana gazed at the small boy who suddenly found the buttons on his miniature red coat quite fascinating. Diana felt he seemed lonely and she would be happy to make him feel welcome.
“Absolutely,” she declared, happy that she could make a new friend.
Part 2
March 20, 1692
“Always playing it safe.”
The sun had just risen over the mountains and cast a soft glow over the sleepy village in the valley. A yellow finch stood on the roof of the church and watched the early morning stirrings of the village. Jeremiah Vayde had created a thriving little settlement since his arrival eleven years earlier. A wall surrounded the village proper, with two sentries patrolling on each of the four sides. Fields stretched out from the walls, some with grazing cattle and others with freshly tilled soil, ready for the spring planting. Just out of town, along the Verota River, the miller's wheel turned purposefully in the water. The scent of warm bread danced through the air from the center of the village.
The finch lifted from his perch and flitted along the air, nipping hungrily as if he could taste the fresh smells. A moment later he came to the bridge crossing. He landed on the railing and listened attentively. There was a delicate splashing noise from a little further up the river. He turned his eyes in the direction of the sound in an attempt to see its source, but the wild trees that grew along the river blocked his view.
He took to the air again and flew along the edge of the river. A moment later, he came upon a small inlet with a young woman floating in the water. He soundlessly lit upon a branch near the river’s edge and watched her. Her golden-red hair swirled around her in the water like a dark halo, her eyes were closed and her face was turned toward the warm morning sun. Her hands moved delicately in the water, making her look like a peaceful creature of nature.
It was the first truly warm morning of the year; warm enough to take a brief swim in the river. It was the best sort of day for the holiday: the spring equinox; the time of year when the day and night was of equal length; when life was coming back from the darkness of winter. It was a sunny, blissful day and even the slight chill of the water couldn’t reach her bones.
As Diana Vayde lay in the water she listened to the happy sounds on the air; the trees swaying in the gentle breeze, the branches brushing against each other. She could almost hear the leaves coming to life, preparing to make the forest green again. Or perhaps she was only hoping she could hear them. There was bird song all around and movement of a deer along the far bank. It was truly a peaceful morning. A morning Diana did not want to end.
She smelled the scent of fresh bread wafting on the air from town. The village was stirring. She did not want to be so unfortunate as to have a citizen come upon her swimming in the river. Jeremiah would have her flogged for indecency.
She reluctantly lifted her head from the water and allowed her feet to drop to the stony bottom. She squeezed some excess water from her hair and then made her way to the bank. A flutter of yellow caught her eye and she turned to see a little finch fly away down the river and on towards the lake. Diana retrieved her work cloak from a branch near the bank and wrapped it around herself, then trudged through the patch of forest that would bring her to her secret path.
The trees were tall and broad, with long limbs that would form a great green canopy overhead as soon as the leaves were in full bloom. It was a quiet morning. The trees seemed to magically absorb all sounds from the village into their branches. She found the narrow path near the river that would lead her into the orchard of Vayde Manor.
Diana had begun using the path the first time she wanted to avoid Jeremiah on Vayde Road. It wasn’t even a shortcut. In fact, it added a good five minutes to her walk, but it was well worth it when she didn’t want to meet up with any undesirable people on the long stretch of road between the manor and the main road.
She shivered slightly as a cool breeze blew against her wet clothes. She pulled her cloak tighter around her as she admired the foliage around her. The happy sound of the river to her right, and the birds chirping in the trees overhead, began to warm her. Dry leaves that had fallen the previous autumn crunched beneath her feet. It was a time of rebirth, of activity returning to the forest. She looked up towards the trees and felt the sunshine on her face. The light breeze that had been winding through the branches lifted a stray hair from her face. She willed the breeze to be stronger, wished that it would lift her from the ground so that she could feel it all around her. As if the wind could hear her thoughts, she felt it give a friendly gust. The branches swayed and bent, leaves lifted from the ground and swirled as if they were dancing. The river rolled against the bank with the wind, picking up leaves on the edges and allowing them to swim to the other side as if they were graceful boaters.
Diana stepped out of the forest and onto the wide lawn that had once been the native village. The aching feeling of loss she had as a child had disappeared. She still missed having her Minwah friends so close, but she had grown attached to their new village of Nemani on the far side of the lake. The expanse of lawn now only increased her admiration of her home-Vayde Manor. It was a grand house; two stories of white stone, large windows, and steep gables, with vines that crept across the wide corners. Plumes of smoke flowed from the house chimneys and another from the workshop on the west side of the house. The fields of Vayde Manor lay to the left of the house, just on the other side of the stable. An apple orchard lay to the right, between the house and the river. The branches were still bare, but one could just make out the little buds preparing for the late spring bloom.
Diana walked around the side of the house along the path next to the orchard. When she stepped around the corner she spotted Finn flitting back and forth across the lawn. Her hands quickly found their way to her hips.
“Phinneas Michael Calhoun! What are you doing?”
It was a mute question. She already knew what he was up to. The spring equinox was a special holiday for the merry devil in everyone, and Finn was nothing if not the merry devil in the family, or the entire village for that matter. He had calmed his pranks down in the last few years, no longer setting free the horses or cows from their pastures, or covering the church stairs in pig manure. He now resorted to hiding all sorts of objects in the manor and its surrounding lands for Diana to find.
“What!?” he said, feigning innocence.
“I am seventeen and little too old for this hide and seek game. I only wanted to fix up the garden this year,” she said, scowling at him. He smiled back impishly.
“You always work on the garden every year. This is my favorite day of the year; you have to entertain me today.”
“Have you stolen anything from Jeremiah this year?” Diana recalled the number of objects Finn had pilfered from Jeremiah in past years for this day in particular: seeds from the mill, cloth from Lilith’s shop, iron from the blacksmith.
“Not directly.” He smiled briefly then darted into the house. Diana followed him.
He ran into his room and began to undress, throwing his shirt and breeches on the bed. He stood and washed himself in only his under shorts, barely aware that Diana was even there. There were many occasions when Finn had gotten undressed in front of her, and she was barely fazed by it. Yet, once again, she found herself eyeing his tattoo. It started at his left wrist, wound up his arm, stretched across his shoulders and upper back, down the other arm, and ended at the wrist of his right hand. Each extension from the main line followed his lean muscles as if they were a part of him, the blackness of it contrasting beautifully against his pale skin.
Finn and Bear had learned the art of tattooing from Oke. They would sit for hours on Saturday and Sunday afternoons watching Oke do his work, asking questions and absorbing everything he did. When Finn was fifteen, he began working on his own tattoo, with Bear’s help. Diana had watched them sit before the fire in the parlor with a bowl of ink and a small wooden stick with needles protruding at the end. Finn had dipped the needles into the bowl of ink and then placed them on his skin. Bear, who was eleven at the time, had been sitting next to him with a small hammer and began tapping the needles into Finn's arm. Diana watched Finn's mouth grimace slightly from the pain and saw little droplets of blood emerge from his skin. They continued the procedure for nearly an hour before Finn called for rest. It took a tremendous amount of time for the tattoo to be completed, his upper back being the final portion, where the left and right portions would meet. Diana remembered Finn lying on the floor, while Bear tapped away at his back. It was the last day of the tattoo adventure and two years from the day they had started. When they were finished, Finn stood and looked at himself in a mirror, flexing his lean muscles in the firelight. Merlyn clapped his hands and mussed Finn's hair. "Now, you are a man," he told him. Finn had smiled broadly, his blue eyes glittering brightly.
When Bear was fifteen, he started his own tattoo adventure. Only he did not employ Finn to do it, he asked Flain. Bear had spent more and more time with Flain since his arrival at Vayde Manor and at fifteen he rarely wanted to leave her side. A week after Bear decided to get his tattoo; he disappeared, as did Flain. Finn knew they had gone off together somewhere, but if he knew where, he didn’t say.
When Bear and Flain returned three months later, Bear was many inches taller, towering over even Merlyn; a great deal bigger, the muscles of his upper arm nearly twice as large as Finn’s; and marks similar to Finn's etched on his skin. They wrapped around his legs and came together at the base of his spine, then flowed up his back to the nape of his neck. Flain had suggested it, saying that Bear's strength lay in his legs and back. The scowl that had seemed to be permanently etched on his brow since he was a child had now all but disappeared. It was a happy time for him, not only had he emerged into manhood, but he had done so faster than Finn. Finn teased that the only reason that it had taken less time was because he had a woman doing it, and no chores to interfere on his time. Neither Bear nor Flain told anyone about the secret place they had disappeared to, and nobody pressed them for it. It was their special place, and a place they disappeared to often since then, if only for a day or two.
As Diana stood watching Finn’s muscles flex smoothly around the fluid black lines on his arms and shoulders, she wished that she could have a tattoo as well. She wasn’t sure where she would like it or what she wanted it to look like. She only knew she wanted one.
When Finn was dressed in his work clothes he turned around and looked at Diana expectedly.
“Are you going to school today or do you plan on irking your uncle again?”
Diana sighed. “I do not think it would be wise to irk Jeremiah today, with it being a holiday.”
Finn smirked. “Always playing it safe, Lady Vayde.”
Diana stuck her tongue out at him and went to her room across the hall. She wiggled out of her wet shift and put on a dry one. Then she put on her black school dress, a stifling basic gown of more fabric than she cared to wear. She brushed through her hair and braided it, then stuffed it into a white bonnet before reluctantly making her way back down the stairs. She had no desire to go to school. She wanted to swim across the lake and celebrate the day away with the Minwah.
*
Diana continued to sulk all the way to town. Bear walked with her as he always did and remained silent as she brooded. She hated going to class. Diana, Bear, and Finn were all schooled at Vayde Manor by Merlyn. Jeremiah allowed it, but did not agree with the liberal way Merlyn was raising them. The establishment of Bible school for the unmarried youth was the most recent of his great revisions that he claimed were for the ‘greater good of the village’. Finn did not need to attend, for he was over the age of twenty, while Diana and Bear were only seventeen. It was also only she and Bear who had class six days a week. The other youth of the village only went to Bible school on Monday afternoons. Diana felt that Jeremiah was trying to stamp all Minwah influence out of Diana and Bear.
The streets were beginning to fill with people, all going about with their morning business. Diana never liked coming into town, it was gray and drab with muddy roads. The houses and shops were made of wood that had been whitewashed. She thought that wood looked much more pleasant in its natural shade. The whole area had been cleared of trees to make room for the buildings and pastures. It looked terribly wrong to Diana. Her father’s lands, her lands, were a flourish of trees and flowers and wildlife, Vayde Road was made of stone and pebbles similar to that of the ancient roads of the Romans. There was no trudging in mud up to your ankles. She lifted the hem of her skirt slightly so it wouldn't drag in the mud.
They came to the far end of town, where the church stood proudly, and made their way into the large wooden building. When they entered the church, Mr. Onder was standing at the pulpit as if he was preparing to preach a grand sermon. He was a small man, only a smidge taller than Diana, with fair hair and a round face that didn’t fit his stern manner. He was of Danish descent but had been purged of his “wicked ways” when the English took control of his hometown of Albany. Jeremiah delighted in his finding of Mr. Onder and used him as a prime example of how evil could be eliminated to produce a faithful individual.
“Come along now, I do not have all day,” Mr. Onder said with the slight Danish accent he was trying so hard to be rid of.
Diana distractedly sat down. Her thoughts were on the festival that she would attend shortly after school. She thought of the items Finn had hidden, what they might be and where. She thought of the peacefulness of her morning swim and wished her life was always so peaceful and not so weighed down by propriety as it was under Jeremiah’s terms.
Mr. Onder saw her distraction, but said nothing about it. He knew a distracted Diana Vayde would mean a much calmer class and not one riddled with questions. He was also pleased to see that Bear echoed her silence. So, Mr. Onder began class as if it were one of his other Monday classes, relishing in the stillness of his students.
“Today we will discuss devilry and witchcraft. I have recently received word from my dear friend, Dr. William Griggs, that the devil has been at work in Salem, a village near the sea. A slave woman has confessed to laying with the devil and using witchcraft on young girls in the village. Dr. Griggs assures me that the slave has been sent to prison in Boston and that the Salem committee will move swiftly to purge their village of this evil.
“What we need to do is be observant so that we can keep this evil out of our own village. For it is said in Galatians: ‘Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, variance, emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies, envying, murders, drunkenness, reveling, and such like: of the which I tell you before, as I have also told you in the past, that they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God.’”
As much as Diana wanted to give Mr. Onder an earful for his close-mindedness, she and Bear remained calm and obedient all through class. When Mr. Onder was done rambling, they left the building quickly and darted across town to participate in their own drunken “heretical” reveling.
*
Once they were back at the manor, Diana flew up the stairs to her room, shrugged out of the lifeless black dress, along with her chemise, and put on a simple, pale blue dress that was airy, delicate, free-flowing, and everything she liked about spring. She pulled off her bonnet and unbraided her hair, allowing it to flow freely in the air.
She found Finn in the greenhouse off of the workshop. Merlyn had a collection of plants and flowers that he used in his medicines: Wormwood for nasty coughs, Sage for stomach problems, Passion Flower for insomnia, Purple Coneflower for insect bites, Skullcap for nerves, Black Cohosh for headaches, and many, many others. The pride of the greenhouse plants, for Finn anyway, was the cannabis plants. He stood at the back of the greenhouse in a niche away from the other plants, hunched over one of his precious plants. As Diana watched, he trimmed a large leaf from the plant and set it in a nearby basin.
“How much are you bringing to the festival?” Diana asked him.
He smiled devilishly at her, nodding to a box on the other side of him. Diana opened the box and looked inside. There sat a large pile of dried and deseeded herb, easily five pounds worth. More than she thought would be used during the festival. She only recalled Bear, Finn, Oke, and a few others smoking the substance.
“All this?” She asked Finn incredulously.
“No. Only a pouch full.” He held up the small leather pouch she had made him for his twenty-first birthday the previous December. She sighed with relief. “The rest will go in the cellar.”
“When are we leaving?” she told him.
He trimmed another leaf then set down the shears and clapped his hands.
“You have some gifts to find.” He winked at her, then grabbed the box of cannabis and left the room.
Diana stepped out of the greenhouse and into the garden outside. There was a crunch of leaves beneath her feet and she reprimanded herself for neglecting the garden she had begged her grandfather for. She vowed to make an effort to clean it up the following day. She left the small enclosure of her garden and stood in the middle of the lawn.
She looked around anxiously, plotting the places she would attack when Finn allowed her to start looking. There were so many places, especially since she didn’t know what he possibly could’ve hidden. A small pouch of seeds for her garden could easily be hidden in nooks and bushes and not found for week.
Finn and Merlyn emerged from the kitchen and Finn sprawled out on the steps in anticipation of a long wait. Diana looked at him expectedly.
“Any hints?”
He smiled at her with the most mischievous grin she’d seen in days.
“Look for mine first,” Bear said stepping around the corner.
“Hint?”
He nodded at the bushes near the garden.
She dove into the bushes, pushing aside brambles and budding flowers, yet careful not to cause any damage. She found a small package carefully tucked near the edge of the house, took it out and carefully unwrapped it.
Inside were clothes: a pair of deerskin breeches, a sleeveless deerskin shirt that tied at the back, and a pair of black boots very similar to Finn and Bear’s work boots. She looked up at Bear confused.
“You know very well Jeremiah would never let me wear this in public.”
“It is not meant to be worn in public.”
“It will make more sense when you find the other gifts,” Merlyn said from the kitchen doorway. He looked down at Finn, “May mine be next?”
Finn shrugged and smirked at Diana, “Sure, she’s waited long enough for it.”
Diana looked at her grandfather.
“Will you give me a hint too?”
He pointed toward the little island just off shore. She gave her new clothes to Finn and ran across the bridge. She carefully walked around the tiny island, looking for the gift Finn had hidden. Sitting against the opposite side of the birch tree she found it-an obsidian dagger. The blade was very similar to Merlyn’s: long, black, and sharp. The handle was very different. While Merlyn’s was a deep reddish wood, this dagger had a handle of shiny silver that stood out brilliantly against the blade. She walked back towards the house, holding the dagger in her hand in awe. She really had waited a long time for it.
“I finally have my own obsidian dagger?”
“You are almost eighteen now. I thought maybe you were old enough,” Merlyn chuckled.
“Now you can battle the minions of Xana,” Finn teased.
“Not yet,” Merlyn corrected. Finn looked up at him curiously. “She has one more gift to find.”
Diana looked at Finn expectantly. He twitched his head toward the tree line near the greenhouse. She put her new obsidian dagger on top of the clothes on Finn’s lap and ran toward the trees. For a moment she could find nothing out of the ordinary. Then she saw it. Sitting between two trees, propped up against some brush was a longbow and a quiver of arrows. She picked up the items and walked back to Finn. She looked at the bow, the arrows and the clothes. Could they be serious?
“A hunting trip?” She asked Finn.
He smiled bigger. “This evening after the festival.”
Diana was ecstatic. Finn and Bear went on hunting trips often. Sometimes bringing home a deer, sometimes a few rabbits, and on at least one occasion in her memory, a black bear. She had never been allowed to join them, no matter how much she begged. Now she would finally get her chance.
“Thank you!” she squealed with absolute glee and gave Finn a huge hug, then ran back into the house to change into her new clothes.
March 20, 1692
“Magic grain?”
Rather than boat across the lake as they would have for a night festival, Diana, Finn, and Bear took an underground tunnel in the cellar which allowed them to travel under the lake to the far side. Merlyn stayed behind at Vayde Manor so that any unexpected visitors would not find it deserted and grow suspicious. He tended to the trees in the orchard, the flowers along the edges of the front lawn, and the vines creeping along the outside crevices of the manor walls. Merlyn talked endlessly to Si, the loyal wolf of Vayde Manor, about how excited he was for Diana that she would be able to go hunting with the boys, about how he hoped Finn would be on his best behavior at the festival, and about how troubled he felt that Bear had chosen to stay at Vayde Manor rather than move to Nemani to be with Flain.
Across the lake, the three young adults of Vayde Manor emerged from the tunnel into a stone room beneath a small wooden boathouse. They went up the narrow steps into the shelter above then began the half-mile trek into the forest. Diana admired the growth coming back to the wood as they walked among the trees and underbrush, making every attempt not to disturb anything. A few minutes later they emerged into a large clearing and a modest native village.
Longhouses and storage houses were laid out in a circle around the center of the clearing, where a large fire was billowing. The side doors of the longhouses were propped open with branches and some of the Minwah gathered near the entries of their neighbors’ homes. Each longhouse had a symbol engraved next to the doorway, indicating the family who lived there. One longhouse bore the symbol of a sun and another the moon, there were symbols for trees, flowers, grass, and other aspects of nature. The longhouse nearest to the village entrance belonged to Flain, the leader of the Minwah, and while it looked identical to its neighbors in size and stature, the symbol was more detailed and extravagant: a grazing doe with a dozen fawns lying in the grass around it – the symbol of the tribe.
Finn leapt between the dancers in the center of the clearing and nearly flew into the arms of a girl on the other side and planted a kiss on her. She giggled, kissed him again, pushed him away, and then started to dance with the others.
Flain stood near her home and handed out crowns of white flowers to her people as they visited. She spotted Diana and Bear and greeted them with a cordial smile. Bear moved to her and gave her a gentle hug that held more meaning than a casual observer might see.
Diana was pleased to see Yahmka standing next to her sister, Flain. Yahmka was her best friend after Finn, and one of the few girls she truly liked. To Diana, all the girls in the village were silly. They tried to be prim and proper and spent a lot of time dressing up for the boys in order to win a husband by the time they were fifteen. Yahmka was eighteen, a few months older than Diana, and like Diana had no interest in being a prissy husband-seeker.
Yahmka cordially greeted Bear before her gaze turned to Diana. Yahmka excused herself from her sister’s side and rushed to Diana, her crown of black braids bouncing around her head.
“I am so happy you are here!” she said as she pushed a crown of white flowers onto Diana’s head.
“Look what the boys gave me,” Diana said and turned around to show off her new clothes and the bow and quiver strapped to her back.
“Hunting gear?” Yahmka said.
“Aye. And look!” Diana pulled her new obsidian dagger from the sheath on her thigh and handed it to her friend. “Is it not beautiful?”
“Very nice, indeed,” Yahmka replied with thinly veiled awe. She returned it to Diana. “We should all be so lucky to have weapons like that.”
Diana put the knife away.
“Wait!” Yahmka said.
“What?”
She flicked her hands at Diana. “Give me your weapons.”
Diana’s eyebrows furrowed. “Why?”
“Just do it.”
Diana unstrapped the dagger sheath and her quiver and gave it to her. Yahmka darted to Flain’s house and set the items inside, then ran back out.
“There, now we can dance.” She pulled Diana into the swirling mass of dancers. Diana leapt and danced with the others, her feet quickly falling into the rhythm of dance. She danced and twirled until she grew hungry.
She disengaged herself from the group and went to the banquet table. She drank a long draught of spiced cider and chewed on some roasted duck as she rested and watched the others dance. Yahmka never seemed to tire and danced as heartily as she had when they had started. Diana scanned the crowd of mingling natives for Bear and Finn. Bear was still with Flain near the entrance of the village. She then spotted Oke outside the longhouse with a pipe in his hand. The tattooed antlers on the sides of his head were longer and more prominent than they had been many years ago. Finn stood next to him and untied the pouch of cannabis from his belt. Oke looked up at him and smiled as he shook his head, then stood and beckoned Finn inside the house. He didn’t hesitate. Soon, wisps of smoke floated out of the longhouse. Diana let her curiosity take wing and followed them a moment later.
The second she stepped inside, she saw the two men sitting on the floor in the corner, their backs to the doorway and pipes in their hands. They giggled briefly and talked in muted tones. Diana walked toward them and saw Oke holding a bowl of what looked like wheat seeds.
“What is that?”
They looked up at her quickly. Oke’s eyes narrowed slightly as a slight grin played at the corner of his mouth.
“Magic grain.”
“Magic grain?”
Diana walked around to face them properly and sat down cross-legged in front of them.
“It will help you have visions.”
Diana eyed the grain then looked at Finn. He was watching her with an expression of curiosity, knowing, guilt, and protectiveness, as if he was completely accepting of her taking the grain, but afraid and unsure of what the outcome would be. Oke nudged him and inclined his head to Diana, Finn nodded his head in agreement, and Oke held the bowl of grain out to her.
“Take some. You will be safe, I promise.”
Diana looked at the bowl, then at Finn, then back to Oke.
“Visions, you say?”
“Yes. Some see the future, some the past, some the present from a different point of view. I will be here for you, as well as Finn. You will be completely safe. No harm will come to you.”
“So, it will be like a dream?”
“Yes.”
She eyed the bowl of grain again.
“How much do I take?”
“Hold out your hand.”
She hesitantly held her hand out to him. He turned the bowl on its side and poured a small pile into her palm. She looked up at Finn again for reassurance. His glassy blue eyes were dark in the shadows of the longhouse, but she knew all kinds of emotions were there and none of them were anger or fear. She saw that she would be safe, even if he was a little uncertain about what was going to happen.
She lifted her hand and sniffed the grain. It smelled damp and dry at the same time, like it had sat in a barrel of water for a month and then was dried on a large mossy rock. She brought the grain to her mouth and poured it on her tongue. She chewed it quickly, the bitter toughness made it more difficult than she expected. Oke handed her a cup of cider to wash it back. When she had, she looked at Finn and Oke. They looked at her expectedly.
“I feel no different,” she told them.
“Give it a moment,” Oke said.
She looked around the longhouse, at the bunks where Oke, Flain, Yahmka, and their many siblings slept. At the center of the house was a small fire pit that would be lit to keep the longhouse warm in the winter. She saw the alcoves on the far end where they would store cloth, tobacco, and dried meat. It was all very simple and peaceful. She looked back out the doorway at the happy festivities going on outside. It had been sunny and cloudless when they arrived, but now the clouds were darkening overhead and the wind was getting rather heavy. She watched the trees sway and bend and remembered things Merlyn had told her when it was getting ready to storm. She would curl up in a ball in a corner, surrounding herself with a comfy blanket, terrified the trees would snap in two and fall down and crush her.
“You should not fear the wind or rain, Diana.” He’d tell her. “The wind is just air, like the air you breathe. It gives life to the trees so they can grow, just like the rain. They are not harmful to you, they help you.”
As she watched the trees bend and sway in the wind, she realized she was no longer afraid of it. There was something soothing about the wind. She watched the women gracefully dancing around the fire, their hair blowing in the breeze, their entire bodies welcoming the life they were being given. Diana breathed in deeply, comparing her own air to that of the wind outside. She closed her eyes and listened, picturing herself outside dancing again, her arms outstretched and feeling the wind blow her hair around. It tickled her face and yet felt as gentle as a soft caress.
She looked up at the darkened sky and thought that she might grow wings and fly. She heard a chuckle and saw Bear standing in the doorway. He looked older to her. His hair was longer and flowing loosely in the wind, as she always felt it should be. His eyes were far more familiar to her, they were as dark as always, but there was an ancient knowing to them. They were similar to her grandfather’s eyes, Merlyn’s eyes. They were wise and helpful and powerful and graceful all at the same time.
“I think there is a storm coming, Di,” he said. “You should take shelter.”
“I will be fine,” she replied.
A flash of light appeared across the sky. Diana looked at the menacing clouds above, then towards the lake as a crack of thunder reached her ears. She turned back to Bear, but he was gone. The fire was gone, as were the dancers and the drummers. The entire village was gone. She was standing alone in a field of grass and trees. She turned back toward the direction of the lake, planning to run back to the tunnel and the safety of Vayde Manor, but the forest was no longer there.
Standing before her was a great statue of a dragon made of obsidian, sitting back on its hind legs, its wings pulled back, and its eyes glittering like green diamonds. The statue sat in the middle of a stone pool like a large water fountain. There were four trees around the edges, one on each corner. The wind blew hard around her and as she looked at the rest of her surroundings, she realized that she was standing in what looked like the courtyard of an ancient city.
A castle loomed behind the statue, its pillars and façade shimmered a majestic gold that had long since tarnished. Silver and black flags with the emblem of two dragons hung from the towers, blowing with the wind. The courtyard was empty and as she looked around she saw that all the shops in the adjoining streets had their doors closed. All the merchants had closed up for the approaching storm.
A drop of water hit her hand and then another hit her cheek. She looked quizzically at the dragon. “Could you not spread your wings a little wider, protect your city from the storm?”
The jeweled eyes flickered.
They flickered as Finn’s eyes had done on so many occasions, as if they had been lost in a daydream and were coming back to reality. She stared at the dragon’s eyes, trying to understand if she truly saw them move, for they were made of jewels. The eyes flickered again and then the stone eyelids blinked heavily. Her mouth dropped open, wanting to say something, but nothing came out.
“Greetings, Lady Vayde,” the dragon said.
Diana took a few steps back.
The dragon blinked again then turned its head and looked up at the sky. It gauged the weather then looked back at Diana. She thought she saw it smile.
“Do not be afraid,” it said, then stretched out its wings and flapped them, causing an extra gust of wind to blow, nearly knocking her over. It looked up at the sky again, crouched down as far it could on its hind legs, wings outstretched. It sprang upwards and began flying around the castle and the courtyard.
“We will speak again, Lady Vayde.” It said before it disappeared into a cloud.
The thunder clapped again, much louder this time and Diana shut her eyes tightly trying to overcome the fear that was beginning to brew inside her. When the rumbling stopped, she opened her eyes and found herself staring at Finn and Oke, both looking at her rather intently.
Diana blinked again, trying to readjust herself to her surroundings. She had a vision. She had felt herself leave the longhouse. She had been certain that the dragon and golden city had been real. They were so familiar and real to her. She searched her memory to where she might have seen such a place. She had never been away from Terras, but perhaps she had seen it in a drawing in one of Merlyn’s books. Then she remembered and looked directly at Finn, a smile forming on her mouth.
“I was in Tinas!”
“Sorry?” he blinked in surprise.
“I was in a golden city with black and silver flags bearing a dragon symbol. And there was a huge statue of a dragon made out of obsidian in the square, just like in your stories.” She looked at Oke. “Has anyone ever had visions about places from stories? Places that do not exist?”
Oke shook his head and then turned to Finn.
“Are you telling her stories of golden cities with stone dragons?”
Finn smiled, “Aye, I have since she was a baby. The city of Tinas has many dragon statues, but one incredibly large one in the city square.”
“It had green jeweled eyes,” Diana told them excitedly. “It spoke to me, it blinked, it moved, it lifted from its perch and flew away. It was the most magnificent thing I ever saw!”
Finn took the bowl of grain from Oke, “Can I have some of this?”
“Do you want to see dragons too?”
“Absolutely!”
Diana giggled for a moment at a thought, then laughed harder, tears welling at her eyes. She clapped her hands with glee then reached out and grabbed Oke’s arms.
“I want a tattoo,” she said, her dark green eyes wide with a happy spark.
Oke looked at Finn.
“Oh, stop looking at him! He is not my keeper.” Finn looked wounded for a moment, but Diana winked at him, then turned back to Oke. “Please, I want one. You and Finn and Bear can all work on it together. I want to go home with it completed.”
Oke’s dark eyes widened slightly.
“You need all three of us?”
“Yes!”
Diana let go of Oke and began drawing in the dirt. When she was done, Finn and Oke looked down at her design: two dragons facing each other, intertwined from their hearts to their tails, their wings spread out at the sides – just like the emblem on the flags.
“I want it to fill up my back.”
“Your back? That would take a long time, Di.”
“I do not care. I want you to start now and finish today. Get help from who you need. Where are your sisters?”
As if she were listening, Flain stepped into the longhouse, Bear directly behind her.
“I have finally decided on a tattoo. Will you help as well?”
Flain peered over her brother’s head at the design Diana had drawn out. Her jaw clenched a moment and then she smiled softly. “Of course I will. Come, I will help you prepare. Finn, please retrieve Yahmka from the festivities, we will need her help as well.”
He nodded and went outside.
Diana walked with Flain to the far end of the longhouse. Flain closed a hanging drapery for privacy and Diana began to take off her top. Flain gave her an open tunic and Diana put it on backwards so that the opening was down her back. Flain set about plaiting Diana’s hair.
“What prompted this decision?” she finally asked.
“I took some of Oke’s grain. I had a dream of Tinas, the golden city from Finn’s stories. I saw the large dragon statue in the city square and I was drawn to it. Then I thought more about Finn’s stories when I came out of the dream. About how the two dragons, Si-An and Xana were born of one egg, how they are essentially two parts of one great being. What if they were able to be joined together? Perhaps the devastation that was caused over them would not have happened.”
Flain looked in Diana’s eyes and smiled gracefully.
“That is as noble a reason as any. I will help my brother and your family with the artwork. I will have Yahmka prepare some tea for you. It will help with the pain.”
Until that moment, Diana had not realized how much pain she would possibly feel with four people tapping needles into her back. She took a deep breath and vowed to endure it. This was something she wanted, and like all things that she set her heart and mind on, she wanted it right away. When they emerged from behind the curtain, Diana saw Oke setting out four bowls of ink around a pallet of animal skins. Flain walked with Yahmka to the kettle of hot water on the open fire nearby. Flain returned a moment later and put her hands on Diana’s shoulders.
“Try and relax,” she whispered.
Diana took a deep breath.
Oke looked up at Diana. “You need to lay on here, face down.” He patted the pallet in front of him. Diana did as instructed and Oke placed needle wands and mallets next to each bowl of ink. These needle wands were different then the wands that had been used on Finn’s tattoo. The wands Finn used had three short rows of needles. The rows on these wands were longer and there were more of them. Diana realized that the more needle points there were on a wand, the more area her artists could tattoo at one time.
Flain opened the back of Diana’s tunic to expose her back, then put her hands on Diana’s shoulders and gently pushed down her back to her hips.
“I am loosening your muscles. If your muscles are tight, it may hurt more.”
She repeated the process three more times. Then Yahmka knelt next to Diana and offered up a steaming cup of tea made with White Willow. Diana drank the hot tea and Yahmka set the cup aside. Diana knew it would take awhile for the herb’s pain relieving properties to set in, and she had a feeling that she would need it soon. Flain took her place next to her brother. Finn and Bear sat on the opposite side of Diana. Oke wiped Diana’s back clean with a piece of cloth then took up a freshly made quill and dipped it in the ink. He put it to her skin and began to draw the design she had shown him. Diana lay as still as possible. The quill tickled and made her skin prickle slightly.
“Can you imagine what Merlyn will say when we get home?” She joked as she looked at Finn from the corner of her eye.
He gave her a quick smile. “He will probably blame me.”
“I will tell him it was all me.”
Finn chuckled.
A part of Diana felt that Merlyn would be all right with her tattoo. He had been so proud of Finn and Bear’s tattoos. It would be Jeremiah and the other citizens of Terras that would have the real problem with it. But, she vowed to hide her marks well. After all, she had to wear black any time she went into town, how would they ever know.
Oke finished the outline.
“Are you ready, Di?”
She took a deep breath.
“Yes. Yes, I am.”
Diana listened as Oke, Flain, Finn, and Bear lifted their needle wands, dipped them in ink, and then applied them to her skin within the confines of Oke’s outline. She took another deep breath and they started tapping into her skin.
March 20, 1692
“We have found better game for you.”
Diana had never felt so much pain in her life. She cringed. She gripped the pallet she had lain on. She bit her lip. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Despite the tea Yahmka had given her, nothing truly helped in making the pain go away.
For hours Oke, Flain, Finn, and Bear tapped away at her back. They dipped the needles in ink, tapped into her skin, and wiped up droplets of blood as it trickled down her side. When they were done, the men left the longhouse. Yahmka cleaned Diana’s back of residual ink and blood as Flain mixed up a poultice of healing herbs and oils. She spread it across the finished tattoo then wrapped Diana’s torso in a long piece of cloth that had been soaked in the concoction. Whatever herbs and oils Flain used helped Diana’s pain subside immensely, and according to Flain, would aid in the tattoo’s healing.
When she was wrapped and dressed, Diana stepped outside into the cool night air. She didn’t know exactly how long the tattoo had taken, but it was early night and the grand fire in the center of the village was now half the size it was earlier. The drumming and dancing had stopped. A few Minwah still mingled around the fire, and stargazers were scattered about in open spaces watching the twinkling lights in the sky. Diana spotted Finn and Bear talking to Oke and walked up to them.
“How are you feeling?” Finn asked, handing back her weapons Yahmka had set aside earlier.
“A little sore, but I will be fine.” She strapped her dagger to her thigh and gingerly put the quiver and bow on her back. She was grateful for the wrapping around her torso. She barely felt the weight of her hunting gear.
“Tell me more about your vision,” he replied with a focused look on his face. It was the same look she had recalled seeing when he would immerse himself in his studies.
Diana told him the dream again as the three of them trekked back through the woods towards the lake. When they were nearing the end of the tunnel, Diana finished her story.
“Four trees you say?” Finn asked.
“Aye. One at each corner of the fountain.”
He nodded.
“One for each of the four Draelin tribes: bird, deer, wolf, and bear. After Wyl founded Tinas, he brought to it four native tribes from across the land. The tribes were united under Wyl’s rule, but Si-An utilized their different traits to create four armies of distinct talent. The north tribe was a group of large people, with broad features, immeasurable strength, and great resourcefulness. Si-An gave them power over earth and the ability to turn into bears. The eastern tribe was a tribe of small people, lean and quick, with fine features and a playful spirit; they were given the power over air and the ability to turn into birds. The southern tribe’s people were of average size and build, neither tall nor short, neither slim nor large, they were very intelligent, bold, and loyal. They were given power over fire and the ability to turn into a wolf. The western tribe was lean and graceful, with a gentle heart and a great giving spirit. They were given power over water and the ability to turn into deer.
“The greatest leader and warrior from each tribe became Wyl’s generals. They led their tribes into battle when needed and helped Wyl rule the Draelin lands as four parts of a whole. The generals were known as The Fetes, the royal bodyguards and closest friends to King Wyl. A representation of each tribe would have been carved into the trees that surrounded the dragon statue as a symbol of support.”
Diana was awed by the history of the tribes. She had always known there were four within the Draelin people and what their powers were, but she did not know much more than that. She also didn’t know about the Fetes, the generals of the king, the unifying force of the Draelin people.
“Perhaps I should get tattoos representing the four tribes as well,” she said peacefully.
“You decided to represent the merging of two great powers on your skin. The foundation of the Draelin people is based on those powers. I think what you have is sufficient.”
“Do you think Merlyn will approve?”
“Well, it is too late to undo it now.”
*
“Oh, my word!” Merlyn said when Diana showed him the art on her back. “Good thing you have an uncle who prefers women to be overly dressed.”
“I think it is marvelous that she made us complete it in one sitting and not over a two year span.” Bear said as his eyes glinted at Finn.
Finn’s eyes narrowed and he slugged Bear’s arm.
“What prompted this decision?” Merlyn asked, ignoring Bear and Finn.
Diana glanced at Finn, suddenly feeling foolish, then told Merlyn about the ‘magic grain’ and her dream.
Merlyn looked at Finn on multiple occasions during Diana’s tale. Finn nibbled at his fingernails uneasily.
When she was done, Merlyn was silent for a long moment, staring into the fire and nodding his head. Si, the wolf, was sitting at his feet, staring at Diana with an almost bemused look on his dark face. It reminded Diana of a story Finn had told her when she was very young.
Finn had said that Si was the great dragon, Si-An, and that his sister, Xana, had turned him into a wolf and stripped him of his power so that she could take over the world. According to the story, Xana was now in hiding, biding her time, while she waited for Aric and Eva’s reincarnations to present themselves. Si-An, or Si, utilized his time as a wolf by prowling the local hills and forests looking for any signs of Xana's return, for he knew that she would begin her re-emergence in Terras, the place where Aric’s ancestry began. That was how Si became a part of the Vayde household. He had followed Merlyn home from hunting one day, undoubtedly proud of his acceptance of the native people, and every evening after his long journeys in the wilderness, Si would return to Vayde Manor to lounge with Merlyn.
Diana eyed the wolf now. The seemingly bemused look he had would make sense if he were in fact the great dragon Si-An sentenced to life as wolf by his sister, Xana. The dragon-wolf Si would be proud that Diana had chosen to honor him.
Merlyn finally spoke.
“I will trust your judgment on this, Diana. But, please, do be mindful of this decision. If Jeremiah ever found out you have a tattoo, and the circumstances under which you decided to get it, there would be terrible consequences.”
“I understand. I will be more cautious than usual.”
“Good. Now, do you still plan to take your first hunting trip this evening, or are you in too much pain.”
Diana’s eyes lit up. She had completely forgotten about hunting. Her tattoo may still hurt, but her desire to go hunt with Bear and Finn pushed any pain from her mind.
Merlyn chuckled. He saw the answer on her face. “You and Bear go outside to practice shooting your bow. I would like to speak with Finn.”
Diana passed a quick nervous glance to Finn. She hoped he wouldn’t get in trouble. Diana recalled one Sunday afternoon when she was seven. She had gotten mad at Lilith for making an off-hand comment about Diana being an orphan. Diana told her that she must be the human form of the evil dragon Xana, and since that was the case, she should turn Si back into the dragon Si-An, so that he could eat her and be rid of her for being so evil. Jeremiah had heard Diana’s tirade, inquired as to the source of such a horrendous story, and then publicly spanked the then twelve-year-old Finn with a switch in the town square for spreading heretical stories. Diana had felt so ashamed for Finn and for telling Jeremiah where she had heard the stories. She knew that Merlyn would never publicly spank Finn, especially since he was a grown man now, but she still couldn’t help feeling slightly ashamed for putting him in the predicament he was now in.
“Stop fretting,” Bear told her as they stepped out of the back door. “He will not get into trouble.”
“I feel rather foolish. I got a tattoo based on a fairy tale.”
“Well, it is a story that is very dear to you. You grew up listening to those stories from Finn. So, with your tattoo, you are paying homage to Finn. Also, your heart calls out to the stories and what they represent. Your tattoo is a symbol of those stories.”
Diana didn’t feel nearly as guilty as she had before. She saw the point Bear was trying to make. If something in a story reaches out to you, it shouldn’t matter if the story is true or not.
Diana carefully retrieved her bow and an arrow from her quiver. Bear walked toward the greenhouse and set up a target for Diana. She took aim at the target and focused on the center. As she did so, she recalled more details about her vision. The most striking of which was Bear.
He was the only other human in her dream. Finn was not there, Flain was not there, Merlyn was not there – only Bear. And Bear was older. He was older and yet the same age. His dark eyes that were always calm and gentle held a certain fire in them. They were filled with wisdom, command, and a sense of pride and duty. His hair, typically kept shoulder length and tied at the neck to spur off any rebuke from Jeremiah, was long and flowing in her dream. He looked free and happy and in a place where he belonged.
In their regular lives he looked a bit lost and trapped as if he was only going through the motions of life until something specific happened and he would be able to break free and be who he was supposed to be. He was never frustrated though, always patient and sincere, as if he knew exactly when the change would come and what it would be.
He stood ever so patiently now, closer to the greenhouse than the target, and Diana felt his peacefulness sweep over her. She took a deep breath and let the arrow go. It whizzed right past the target and lodged itself in a tree.
*
Finn led the way into the forest. Diana walked behind him and Bear brought up the rear. They moved quickly into the hills, Finn making far less sound than she thought possible, his feet barely touched the ground at all. They reached the summit of Grey Mountain and looked over the valley. Beneath the bright moonlight, they could see the whole of Lake Verota to the east, and the village of Terras to the west. Diana found a less than inconspicuous trail leading down the north side of the mountain. They followed the trail for nearly a mile before they heard the sounds of a creek. Crouching behind a deadfall, Diana saw a large buck taking a drink from the water. Its antlers were large with ten points. It seemed oblivious to her presence. Diana knocked an arrow and silently took aim. She lined up the shot and prepared to release. Finn’s hand reached out swiftly and lowered her bow.
Diana looked at him scathingly.
He shook his head and gestured for her to follow him. They walked silently back the way she had come. A moment later they were standing over Bear, who was leaning over a print in the soft earth.
“What was that about?” Diana asked Finn. “I had a good shot.”
“We have found better game for you,” he told her.
“Better game? Did you not see that buck?”
“I saw him. Trust me, this will be better.” He winked at her then turned to Bear. “How far ahead is he?”
“A mile, maybe two. He is moving slow.”
“Let’s go, then.” Finn and Diana followed Bear further down the hill. They stopped every couple minutes to confirm they were on the right track, and then continued on their way. An hour later they were on the edge of a clearing, crouched behind a cluster of boulders. The moon was bright and gave their surroundings an eerie blue glow. Diana spotted a young black bear stretching on the ground.
Finn looked at Bear. "Any kin of yours?" he whispered with a wink.
Bear growled back, "No, too small."
"Brilliant. You ready, Di? You can take the first shot."
"First shot? Who says I will miss?"
“Oh, have you gotten better during our walk?”
She glared at him and knocked her arrow. The wind was blowing towards them, and Diana could smell the thick musty stench of the bear. She wrinkled her nose as she lifted the bow over the rock sideways, slowly pulled back on the string, and took aim. The bear was now on its hind legs, scratching its back against a tree. Diana hoped her aim would be better than it was earlier, or considerably worse. If she were to knick the bear, or lodge an arrow in an especially fatty part of its body, it would be sure to attack them. She took a deep breath and released the arrow.
There was a faint whistle as the arrow sailed through the air and then a soft THWACK!
The bear stood still for a moment, bellowed quietly, then fell to the ground. Diana looked at Finn in shock. "Told you I would not miss." She pushed him over as she laughed.
“Luck,” he said standing and walking towards the bear.
“Luck?” she scoffed following him. “Are you mad? That is what becomes of practice, no thanks to you.”
“Then it seems you do not need my help.”
“I would still like to have it, if only to perfect my skill.”
“Then perhaps you should be a little nicer.”
“I am being perfectly nice…”
“Will the two of you stop bickering and come here,” Bear said gravely, standing over Diana’s kill.
Diana looked down at it, feeling both sorry for cutting its life short, and afraid that it was not actually dead, and would suddenly rise and with a quick swipe cut the three of them down. Bear looked at Finn. “I need your help to turn him over.”
Finn stood next to Bear and the two of them leaned over and gave a great heave, rolling the bear from his belly to his back. They both stood up looking puzzled.
“What is wrong?” Diana asked.
“He was far too light,” Bear said.
“Well, he is rather small.”
“Even for his size, he is too light.”
“What does that mean?”
“Not sure.”
“Could it be sickly?”
“Even diseased bears should be heavier than this bear is,” Finn replied as he removed the broken arrow lodged in the bear’s chest. "You got him right in the heart."
“Luck.”
He smiled and tossed the bloodied weapon to Diana. She looked at the small triangular piece of metal on the end with amazement. Finn stuck his knife into the entry wound and tore through the flesh all the way down to the intestines. He sat back on his heels as he looked down at the bear’s insides.
“I think it may be sick,” he said, first meeting Bear’s eyes, and then Diana’s.
“It is no good?” Diana sourly imagined the teasing she would get from Finn for this. Yes, she brought down a bear, but it was sickly.
“Afraid so,” Bear said as he too looked inside the animal.
Diana peered over Bear’s shoulder to look at the blood and organs glistening beneath the moonlight. The rib cage was visible and it appeared that the bones were rather small for an animal so large. They were at least half the size of bones belonging to a young doe. “Are the bones usually that small?”
“No.” Bear and Finn said together.
“Well, is the meat good?”
“I would not eat the meat of this animal.” Bear said. He looked at Finn. “We should burn it.”
*
Later that night, Diana lay awake in bed for some time staring at the ceiling. It wasn’t the visions of a bear’s body being burned in the darkness of the night that made her uneasy. It was the voices from below. The thick stone walls of the house kept most of what was being said from her ears, but she was able to pick up a few curious phrases: ‘she is crossbreeding’, ‘bears and birds’, ‘too light’, ‘she must be told’, ‘must be stopped’. After an hour of discussion, a decision had been made and she heard Finn and Merlyn make their way up the stairs to their respective rooms. She listened for Bear to come upstairs as well, but after many minutes she guessed he had stayed downstairs or gone to visit Flain. A moment later, she was asleep.
Chapter 7
“I’m a dird!”
“Are you going to daydream all day, child? You do not want to be late.”
Diana pulled her eyes away from the kitchen fire and looked up at Merlyn bewildered. She had been thinking about the bear she had killed the night before and the discussion the boys had with Merlyn afterwards. “Hm?
“You have class today.”
“Oh.”
“And I need you to stop at Lilith’s for five yards of white linen.” He handed her a slightly heavy leather bag. “Here are two dozen candles for Mr. Chandler. Have him give you a note to pay Lilith.”
Diana sneered.
She had first seen Lilith the day Jeremiah arrived to say he was taking over Terras. Lilith had been sitting proudly on her cart, her Colonel of a husband next to her on a war steed, and her small son on the cart next to her. Diana knew then that Lilith was not a woman she could toy with. There was a fierce command in her dark gaze. Diana’s blood always stirred whenever she was around Lilith, which caused her palms to itch and hatred to boil up inside. She could never explain it. Lilith’s gaze alone could send Diana crying to the corners of the attic of Vayde Manor. She tried to avoid the woman at all costs.
“Could Finn pick up the cloth?” She asked pathetically.
“No. Finn will be planting wheat and you will already be in town.”
Diana grudgingly took the leather bag of candles.
Bear peered into the kitchen from the dining room. “Ready?”
Diana slowly stood from her chair. The pain of her tattoo had increased exponentially since the night before. She moved carefully and slowly. When she stood up straight it felt as if her skin was pulling against itself. Finn had helped her put Flain’s herbal poultice on her back before breakfast, but the pain had yet to subside. Or perhaps, the pain today was far greater than the healing herbs could handle.
When they were halfway to the main road, Diana found that she could not contain her curiosity any longer.
“What were you and Finn discussing with Merlyn last night?”
Bear scowled and did not reply for many moments.
“The bear was ill. We were worried its illness would spread to other animals. Merlyn needed to know so he could be aware. I left afterwards to notify Flain and her people about it.”
“Is the illness that bad?”
“It is very bad.”
Diana recalled the bear again – its small size, its dainty bones, and the ease with which she killed it. It was as if the animal were not a bear at all, but a large hairy bird. She snickered.
“What is funny?” Bear asked.
“Do you know how the Draelin is made up four tribes: Bear, Deer, Wolf, and Bird?”
“Yes.”
“Do any of the tribes co-mingle? I mean, what would happen if a person from the Bear tribe mated with a person from the Bird tribe and a child was born. What tribe would the child belong to?”
“That is a Finn question.”
“Or would there be a cross-breed tribe, a tribe of children who possessed powers over two elements and could shape-shift into two animals. And what would happen if those children bred with a third tribe, and then those children bred with the fourth. By the end, you would have a child who could have power over all the elements and could turn into any of the four animals. Those would be incredibly powerful people.”
“I do not think it works like that,” Bear said with a great sigh. “Your mother had dark red hair, like Finn’s, and your father had black hair, like mine, but you have neither. You have a muted red coloring, as if it was almost red, then it changed its mind and started to turn yellow instead. So, in essence, you picked up a trait that did not belong to either of your parents, but might have been in their blood from one of their parents, or grandparents.”
“So, you think that the cross-bred offspring would only be in control of one element and one shape-shift animal?”
“It seems logical to me.”
“Not me,” Jimmy Chandler said appearing from near the wall. His tall, dark-haired figure bounded toward Diana, his brother directly behind him. Unlike many of the other soldiers, the Chandler twins kept their chestnut colored hair short and tight around their ears and neck, with slightly shaggy bangs reaching to their eyebrows. They were the son of the candle-maker and twenty-one, the same age as Finn. They had been drafted into the army by Jeremiah at the age of fifteen. Mr. Chandler was not happy about it, but he was glad they returned quickly and were now a part of the Terras Guard. Their idea of “patrolling” was standing around, looking in the opposite direction they were supposed to be, and sneaking sips of their father’s brandy.
Diana smiled at Jimmy Chandler when he reached them. “What exactly is it that you do not understand?”
“My mother was an eagle and my father was a buck. I can run fast and on special occasions, I even sprout wings. I am part deer and part bird – I’m a dird!”
“Then what does that make me?” Ollie Chandler asked.
“A turd.” Jimmy said matter-of-factly.
Ollie punched his brother, then Jimmy punched him back. Diana laughed and stepped between them.
“Now boys,” she said finally able to pull them apart. “Dirds and turds are nothing to be fighting about.”
“Call me a turd again and I will report you to Mullog,” Ollie joked.
Jimmy stuck his tongue out.
“Who is Mullog?” Diana asked.
“New captain.” Jimmy replied.
“A brute. Big chap. French I think.” Ollie added.
“Tibboh is not French,” said Jimmy.
“What is Tibboh?” Diana asked confused.
“The captain’s surname. His Christian name is Mullog,” Ollie answered.
“I do not think he is Christian, either,” Jimmy contradicted.
“Why would Jeremiah hire him if he was not?”
“Not sure, but he is not Christian. I heard gypsy.”
Ollie scoffed, “Gypsy.”
“He sounds like fun,” Diana said.
“Loads,” Jimmy chuckled gleefully.
Someone cleared their throat from atop the wall and the twins quickly went back to their posts, flanking the entrance gate. Diana turned away suddenly mournful and followed Bear into town. She scanned the wall for whoever ceased her conversation with the Chandler twins. She didn’t see anyone and surmised that whoever it was had gone back into the covered watch-room on top of the wall.
“I do not like all the formalities and rules,” Diana snorted. “Why can I not talk to my friends if I like, army or not?”
“It is Jeremiah’s rule. Jeremiah is mayor, so his rule is law.”
“It should be my rule; I am the Lady of Terras. This is my land.”
“Di…”
Diana shoved the door of the church open and stepped inside. Mr. Onder looked up sharply.
“So sorry to startle you,” she said snidely.
Mr. Onder stepped back as if he was slapped.
“I am so delighted you are not distracted today, Miss Vayde,” he said coldly. “Will you please take your seat?”
Diana sat down and glared at Mr. Onder as if he was everything that was wrong with her uncle Jeremiah. Mr. Onder shifted his feet and cleared his throat.
“Acts. Chapter 19,” He said pointedly.
Diana scoffed.
Mr. Onder raised an eyebrow.
“Yes, Miss Vayde?”
“Moreover ye see and hear,” Diana started reciting in a bored pointed manner. “That not alone at Ephesus, but almost throughout all Asia, this Paul hath persuaded and turned away much people, saying that they be no gods, which are made with hands: so that not only this our craft is in danger to be set at naught; but also that the temple of the great goddess Diana should be despised, and her magnificence should be destroyed, whom all Asia and the world worshippeth.”
Mr. Onder looked rather unsettled.
Bear continued, “And when they heard these sayings, they were full of wrath, and cried out, saying, Great is Diana of the Ephesians.”
“Aye,” Mr. Onder muttered.
“Only Diana is not an ‘Ephesian’ goddess. She is a Roman goddess. Why not call her ‘Diana of the Romans’? The Ephesians must have been Romans and part of the Roman Empire to have claimed and been so proud of a Roman goddess. They just happened to live in Ephesus. Diana should be ‘of the Romans’, not ‘of the Ephesians’.”
“Of course. I should have presumed you would know this section, seeing as how your…sibling…is named after a Roman goddess.”
“I know far more passages of the Bible than that one. Also, Diana is not my sibling; we were just raised by the same man. And you did not answer my question," Bear said.
Mr. Onder raised his eyebrows to Bear. Diana watched him carefully. She thought for sure he would have gone running to Jeremiah by now, or raised his voice and carried on with the lesson as if she or Bear hadn’t spoken.
“We Protestants may build a church to Jesus and call him Jesus of the Protestants, but he would also be called Jesus of the Catholics too. It is the same deity, or saint, just worshipped in a different way by a different group of people.”
“Then he should be called Jesus of the Christians so as not to cause confusion,” Bear said.
“Perhaps,” Mr. Onder replied with a hint of a smile. “Many cultures have different names for the same people. It can get quite confusing.”
“You know other cultures?” Diana asked dubiously.
“Many others. I am even familiar with some myths of your local natives, the Minwah.”
“You know the Minwah stories?”
“Oh, yes, Miss Vayde. I met with a couple of them after I came here. Oh-key and Flann I think they were called.”
“Flain,” Bear said defensively, the muscles in his jaw twitching. “Oke and Flain.”
Mr. Onder looked at him calmly, “Yes, that was it. The first story they told me was about the origin of the sweat lodge.”
“They are used to help natives meditate. They cleanse our bodies, minds, and souls,” Bear explained.
“Yes, and there is a myth that goes with it.”
Mr. Onder moved from the pulpit and sat on the step in front. It surprised Diana that he came to their level. Mr. Onder settled in, leaning forward on his knees as he told his story.
“Long ago, in the days of the Animal people, the Sweat Lodge foresaw the coming of man, who were to be the true inhabitants of the Earth. So one day he called all the Animal People together to give each one a name and to tell him his duties. At the council, the Sweat Lodge gave a speech: ‘We have lived on Earth for a long while, but we shall not be in our present condition much longer. A different People are coming to live here. We must part from each other and go to different places. Each of you must decide whether you wish to belong to the Animal beings that walk or fly.’
“Then the Sweat Lodge turned to Stag. ‘What do you wish to be?’ Stag decided he wanted to be…a Stag. Sweat Lodge asked him to run and gallop. So Stag trotted around in a graceful manner. ‘You are right,’ decided Sweat Lodge. ‘You are a Stag.’ Stag galloped off and the rest saw no more of him.
“Sweat Lodge called for Eagle and asked, ‘What do you wish to be, Eagle?’ The Eagle wanted to be just what he was, an Eagle. Sweat Lodge requested Eagle to fly, and when he saw the Eagle rise higher and higher with hardly a ripple on his outstretched wings, the he decided that he truly was an Eagle. ‘You will be king over all the Birds of the Air. You will soar in the Sky. You will live on the crags and peaks of the highest mountains. Human beings will admire you.’ Eagle flew away happy. Everyone watched him disappear in the sky.
“When Bear came forward, Sweat Lodge said, ‘You will be known among Human Beings as a very fierce animal. You will kill and eat people, and they will fear you.’ Bear went off into the woods and has since been known as a fierce animal.
“Sweat Lodge then called Wolf to him and said, ‘You have been wise and cunning. You have been a creature to be feared. When this Earth becomes like the air, empty and void, your name shall last forever. Now, what do you wish to be?’ The Wolf replied, ‘I have long lived as a Wolf. I want to be noble like Eagle or Stag or Bear.’ Sweat Lodge let him show what he could do. First, Wolf tried his best to fly like Eagle, but could only jump around, this way and that. Then he tried to imitate Stag in his graceful lope. He succeeded for a short distance, but soon fell into his own gait. He stopped short and looked around. ‘You look exactly like yourself, Wolf,’ laughed Sweat Lodge. ‘You will be a Wolf.’ Poor Wolf ran off, howling, to some unknown place. Before he got out of sight he stopped, turned his head and stood – just like a wolf.
“Sweat Lodge, left alone, spoke to himself. ‘All now are gone, and the new People will be coming soon. I will place myself on the ground, for the use of humans who are to come. Whoever visits me; to him I will give power. He will become great in war and great in peace. He will have success in fishing and in hunting. To all who come to me for protection, I will give strength and power.’ Then he lay down on his hands and knees and waited for the first people. He has lain that way ever since and has given power to all who sought it from him.”
*
Diana was a slightly bewildered by her class with Mr. Onder. He had strayed from the regular course. He had sat at their level and spoke to her and Bear as if he liked them. He knew Minwah myths and was candid about them. She was also slightly surprised that the Minwah story about the sweat lodge was similar to the Draelin story about the four tribes. Well, they dealt with the same animals anyway. She surmised that Finn knew this and adapted his Draelin stories accordingly. It made her smile.
When class was over, Bear went to the butcher to purchase beef for the week, since they had been unsuccessful with their hunting trip the night before. Diana went to Mr. Chandler’s shop with the bundle of candles Merlyn had given her.
When Jeremiah first set up the village, he had created a trading system that would benefit the individual families and merchants. Each merchant was responsible for their goods and held a monopoly on those goods. The Chandlers were the candle-makers and were not allowed to produce milk, beef, honey, cloth, or any other item that was not candles. They were also the only ones allowed to sell candles on the open market. If another citizen created goods outside of their responsibility – in their “free” time – they could sell those goods to the appropriate merchant.
Merlyn and Finn spent a few hours every evening making candles and they sold those candles to the Chandlers for a small fee. This supplemented the income Merlyn received from his medicines and duties as a healer, and the wheat he sold to the Bakers. They were not impoverished, but Merlyn refused to dip into his safe for everyday goods.
The Chandlers’ shop was located on the north side of the main road, directly in front of the village green. It was one of the few shops in town that was not completely made of wood. The lower level was stone as was the outer garden portion. Just outside the garden, a small door in the village wall led to a field dotted with beehives. Mr. Chandler used beeswax in addition to tallow from animal fat to make his candles. It made the candles affordable and long-lasting. Merlyn made similar candles from the beeswax and tallow he received from the Minwah. He also provided bayberry wax to Mr. Chandler when the bayberries were in season.
Diana entered the shop and the smell of animal fat filled her nostrils. It stunned her for a moment and she couldn’t keep from gasping.
“I keep telling my wife she should plant flowers around the door,” Mr. Chandler chuckled as he walked toward her. He was a tall, slender man with graying hair and laughing eyes; an older replica of his twin boys. He was one of the few merchants in the village who truly liked Diana and her family.
“It may help,” Diana told him holding out the leather bag.
“Ah! What have we this time?” he asked taking the bag and peering inside. “They smell nice.”
“I think he infused rose oil.”
“Maybe I will keep one or two and light them in here,” he chuckled again and placed the candles on a table near the door, where he kept other candles ready for sale.
“I saw the twins were on wall duty this morning.”
Mr. Chandler chuckled. “Aye. The new captain thought it might be good for them. He is a big man, enough to drive fear into even my boys.”
“Who is this new captain?”
“Jeremiah brought in five new members of The Guard. They arrived yesterday. The only one I know anything about is the captain. The boys were all in a dither over him. Some older fellow of French descent they say who is quite strict.”
Quite strict? Diana didn’t really care to have a new Guard captain who was “quite strict.” The ones they had were strict enough.
Mr. Chandler stuck his long fingers into a leather pouch at his waist and produced a slip of parchment and a small stick of charcoal.
“How much?” he asked.
Diana gave him a price and he scribbled the amount on the parchment. Merlyn was always fair with his selling prices and in this instance Diana only needed what was necessary to purchase cloth from Lilith. Mr. Chandler handed the parchment to Diana and thanked her.
When she was finished at the Chandler’s, Diana grudgingly went to Lilith’s shop which sat across the street, two buildings down from the church. Like many of the trade’s people in town, Lilith’s shop was the bottom portion of her two-story home.
Diana stood before the shop door and tried to refocus herself. Before she could completely put together some sort of happy façade, the door opened. The person standing before her was not someone she had expected to see.
“Toby!”
Lilith’s small son was small no more and now stood nearly six feet tall. He and Diana had played together a few times when they were children, but when he was thirteen he had gone to England with his father. He had apparently just returned. He had a proud look in his deep blue eyes and wore a red army coat that fit snugly against his slender frame. He eyed Diana curiously, recognizing her almost instantly.
“Diana? Come in, come in.” He gestured for her to come inside and closed the door behind her. “My word, you have grown!”
She blushed.
“So have you. When did you get back?”
“Last evening.”
He smiled cheerfully, then called into the shop, “Mother, Diana Vayde is here.”
Diana steeled her face as Lilith came from the back, her dark hair hidden tightly beneath a white bonnet.
“Diana, how pleasant to see you.”
“I have been sent by my grandfather. He requires five yards of white linen. I have a note from Mr. Chandler to cover the expense.”
Lilith eyed the bit of parchment as if it were a smelly rag, but quickly plucked a smile out of the air and plastered it across her face. “Of course.” She took the parchment from Diana and went to the back of the shop.
Diana turned her attention back to Toby and eyed him quickly. He had certainly grown up, and he was quite handsome, striking even, in his military uniform.
“You joined the army?”
“Yes. I am a Sergeant.”
“Bravo!”
“Thank you.”
She could feel Toby’s eyes on her as she stood waiting, but she could think of nothing else to say to him. She was still a bit surprised by his presence. Diana then felt another pair of eyes on her. She turned her head slightly to the left and saw a very tall, broad-shouldered, dark haired fellow in a military uniform sitting comfortably in a chair, his feet propped up on a nearby table. Diana noticed from the insignia on his shoulder that he was a captain. He must be the one the Chandlers had mentioned. He gave Diana a smile and a vulgar wink. Diana’s mouth opened to admonish him, but caught herself when she recalled the Chandler twins aversion to misbehavior because of this new captain.
“Oh, forgive me,” Toby said hastily. “This is my friend, Mullog Tibboh. We met in London. He has been stationed here as well – as our new captain.”
“Where are you from, Mr. Tibboh?” Diana asked politely.
“I spent a considerable amount of time in France, but I am originally from this country. West of the frontier, actually. Far west, Miss. I doubt you would know of it if I told you,” he replied smugly.
Diana’s eyes narrowed. She greatly disliked it when she was told she couldn’t possibly know something. She wanted to retaliate, but Lilith’s shop was not the place to do it. Mullog saw her annoyance and smirked.
Toby leaned in towards Diana. “I hear you infuriate your Bible teacher on a daily basis,” he whispered.
Diana looked up at him sharply and a gentle smile played at on his lips, completely putting her at ease. “I do no such thing,” she whispered back. “He is just scared of women in general, especially those that contradict him.”
“Well, you do not scare me.”
Lilith stepped back in the room with a bundle in her arms.
“Here you go, five yards as requested,” she said as she gingerly handed Diana the folded cloth.
“Thank you,” Diana replied.
Toby opened the door, bowing slightly.
“Good day, Miss Vayde. I hope to see you again soon.”
Diana blushed again and gave a polite smile in return.
“Good day, Miss,” Mullog said behind her. She turned and nodded, refusing to give him the proper courtesy.
She left the shop before Lilith could make a remark about it and went back to the village gate. Bear was lingering on the bridge near Vayde Road with Finn, who had snuck away from his planting duties.
“What has you all flustered?” Finn asked when she reached them.
“Merlyn sent me to get to get cloth from Lilith.”
“But you look more flushed than usual. What did she say?”
“Nothing.”
Finn looked past her towards Lilith’s shop, Diana followed his gaze. Toby and Mullog were casually standing just outside Lilith’s door, like two sentries on break. Toby gave her a small wave. Diana flicked her hand back at him, embarrassed. Finn snickered. “Oh. Well, I say. Is that Toby? Is he the reason…”
“Shush.”
Diana turned away from him and on towards Vayde Manor. Finn followed close behind her.
“He has grown quite handsome, has he not? All strapping in that coat of his.” Finn leaned closer, “I wonder if he picked up anything other than military skills while he was England.”
“Will you be quiet?” She hissed with a glare.
Finn chuckled and sped back to the manor.
March 21, 1692
“Do you believe in magic?”
Diana set about her chores for the day, trying her best to keep her mind off Toby. She set a more leisurely pace than usual. Her tattoo still ached and she could begin to feel it start to dry, and pull against her skin. She knew this was common and that it meant she needed to put more poultice on it – but she was trying to stay busy and didn’t want to hassle with it at the moment. She only worried about it when it started to itch. If she were to scratch at it, it would irritate her skin more and she’d be in more pain. Throughout the day, there were times she wished she hadn’t gotten such a large tattoo.
Later that afternoon, when she had finished cleaning up the dead leaves in the orchard and had set them aside in a barrel for compost, she spotted two horses tethered to the fence in front of the manor. She stepped into the house and saw Toby and Jeremiah sitting near the fire in the parlor. Merlyn was standing in front of them, his arms folded across his chest. He looked up at Diana, pursed his lips, and then looked back at the two visitors. “I will not have it.”
“It is not up to you, Father,” Jeremiah replied. “The law has been passed. She will marry.”
“Who will marry?” Diana asked from the doorway, at once curious and furious.
Toby stood and faced her, a pleased look on his face. “I came to ask your grandfather’s permission to marry you.”
Diana was dumbfounded. He had just returned after being away for five years, and he was already proposing marriage.
“It seems he did not give it,” she managed to spit out. Toby’s face became straight: not smiling, but not frowning.
“There is a new law,” he told her. “If the young women of the village are not married by the time they are eighteen the church will choose a husband for them.”
“What!?” She instantly glared at Jeremiah. He stood with a look of mild amusement on his face.
“If you are not married within the next three months, you will marry Toby. Unless, of course, you consent to marry him now.”
“I will not!”
Toby’s face fell completely. Diana tried to ignore his wounded look while she focused all her anger at her uncle.
“I will not marry someone because I am forced to. I will marry whom I wish and when I am ready to.” She charged through the house and out the kitchen door.
Diana was across the back lawn and on her tiny island in an instant. She scratched at the palms of her hand. They always itched when she was angry.
Get married!? What was he thinking, get married!? She didn’t want to get married yet. She didn’t want to be forced into marrying anybody. She certainly didn’t want to marry someone who would hold his rule over her, which is clearly what Toby would do if he was subscribing to Jeremiah’s new law. She felt there was all certainty that he would wield his husbandship as a shiny new sword and her being would be cut down. She would lose her name, her lands, and her dignity all in one fell swoop. She was a servant to no one; she would be a servant to no one. She would keep her name and her pride. She would never marry. A man would never rule her.
Diana scratched her palm again and glared out across the water to the Island of Vera. She wished she could be a bird and fly off to the island and live there, completely free. Jeremiah would never go there to look for her if she went missing; it was beyond his village boundaries.
A yellow light flickered through the trees of the island. It wasn’t the sun, which glistened between the trees to her left. She looked at the small boat tied to the bridge. The best remedy for frustration was adventure. She was curious about the light and wanted to know what it was. Diana looked back at the house to make sure neither Toby nor Jeremiah had followed her out. When she was sure they hadn’t, she got into the little boat, untied it, picked up the oar, and carefully made her way to the Island of Vera.
The rowing put a strain on her back, but she focused on the light glittering through the trees and continued forward. With each stroke her determination and glee increased and the pain began to diminish.
When she reached the bank, she tied the boat to a sturdy tree branch and carefully stepped onto shore. She saw the yellow light dancing in the darkness, deep within the island, and made her way to it. A few moments later she arrived in a clearing. There was a small cabin on the west side. A pair of extremely large oak trees with blossoming white flowers loomed on either side of the cabin door. The trees were very odd to Diana, oak trees didn’t blossom. There were about a dozen other similar trees forming the start of circle around the clearing, some of them with white flowers, others without. A section on the north side held the normal oak, birch, pine, red spruce, hemlock and maple trees found closely netted together throughout the island. In the center of the clearing was a fire, the source of the light, burning happily. Standing on the other side of it was Toby.
“I have waited for you,” he said to her with a sweet smile.
“How? You were just at the manor.”
“That is not important. I want to show you something. Do you believe in magic?”
Diana stared at him aghast. If his mother heard him talk of magic, surely he would be flogged.
“I like hearing magic stories, but I am not sure I believe in it,” she told him.
He smiled peacefully. The air around them stirred and something wet fell on Diana’s nose. She wiped at it with her finger and saw that it was water. Another drop fell on her hand, and then another. It was beginning to rain. She looked at Toby. His smile was still there, still pleasant, and yet focused. The rain came faster, but not hard, like a gentle spring rain. Diana lifted her face up to it, feeling the wonder around her, then looked back to him.
“You are doing this?”
He nodded. “I can do many things like this. You just have to give me the chance to show you.”
“Does your mother know you can do this? Does Jeremiah?”
“Does it matter? I want you to know.”
She smiled at him, stunned and thrilled. He held magic in his hands. He could make it rain; make water wash away all the frustration that filled her soul. She closed her eyes and held her face up to the rain again.
“Toby…” she whispered, unable to articulate exactly what it was she wanted to say.
“Diana?” she heard him respond, but his voice came from behind her. His tone had changed and with it, the rain had stopped.
“What are you doing in the water?” She heard him ask.
Diana opened her eyes, confused. She was staring up at bright blue sky and not a luscious tree canopy. She was clearly not on the Island of Vera. She looked down and found that she was standing in the lake with the water up to her knees. The Island of Vera beckoned to her three hundred meters away.
"Come on out of there," Toby continued. Diana turned around. He was walking down to her from the small bridge, his hand extended. His warm blue eyes pleaded with concern. Diana slowly reached out to him and he helped her out of the water.
“Are you well?” he asked.
She hesitated for a moment, then asked, “Toby, has my uncle gone?”
“Yes.”
She nodded. “If you will please excuse me, I would like some time alone.”
“All right.”
He continued to hold her hand as they walked to the kitchen door. Diana stepped inside and let go of him.
“May I call on you tomorrow?” he asked.
Diana turned and looked at him. “Thank you.” She nodded and closed the door.
Once inside she put on a kettle of water to boil. Perhaps some hot tea would bring her back to reality. She had dreamed the entire trip to the island, to the clearing, and to Toby creating magic just for her. He could make it rain. He said he could do other things too, if she would just give him a chance to show her. The Minwah believe that dreams were windows into the soul. Was there truly more to Toby than she thought? She had not seen him in an awfully long time. Perhaps she had reacted too rashly when she denied his proposal. Perhaps she should give him a chance. She certainly wouldn’t tell him about the dream she had. He might have her locked up for evil visions or something of that sort.
She continued to mull over her ‘vision’ and the madness it was creating in her head. Perhaps Oke’s ‘magic grain’ was still festering around inside her body, or her body was in shock from the amount of cutting it had endured the day before. Clearly she wasn’t well.
She removed the kettle of boiling water from the fire and poured some into a cup. Looking around the kitchen, she did not find the chamomile she was hoping for. She picked up her cup and went into the greenhouse. As expected, Bear was sitting at the table with a mortar and pestle grinding up herbs.
“Do you have any chamomile lying about?”
He looked up at her.
“You look spent.”
“I feel spent.”
“Back?”
“Everything.”
He looked at her cup of hot water.
“I have something better for you than tea.”
He poured the herbs he had been working with onto a small piece of linen, then pulled the corners up around it and tied the bundle with a piece of twine. He then took her cup of water away and led her to the cellar. He didn’t speak again until they were across the lake and inside Nemani, and then it was only to greet the few Minwah who were milling around the clearing. Diana said nothing, relying on his quiet assurance that he would help her. She was feeling slightly dizzy and unnerved by her vision, if that is what it was. Nothing had prompted it. She had not taken anything.
Bear led her to the far side of the village to a small, wooden, bell-shaped hut. He opened a flap in the front and Diana stepped inside. Warm air swept over her as if she was standing in front of the Baker’s furnace. In the center of the hut were a collection of large stones with steam billowing from them.
Diana chuckled, “A sweat lodge?”
“Mr. Onder was partially correct,” Bear informed her.
He moved smoothly to the back of the small enclosure and kissed Flain on the cheek. Diana hadn’t realized she was there. Flain gazed at Diana with comforting eyes.
“Please, sit,” she instructed quietly, gesturing to mat on her right.
Diana sat and looked at them expectedly.
“Merlyn told me about the new marriage law,” Bear explained. “He has gone to town to appeal to the council, though I doubt they will change their minds.”
Diana shook her head. “I doubt it, too.” When Jeremiah wanted something to happen, it usually did.
“I know you are in distress about this and that is why I brought you here. The sweat lodge is a place of cleansing. You will find the inner strength you need to conquer your troubles and you will cleanse your soul, mind and even your body of any impurities that stand against you. This was the first place Flain brought me when it was time for me to embark on a journey of cleansing. I was on the brink of destruction, both emotionally and physically, and the things I learned in this very place helped me.”
Diana remembered those months he had disappeared with Flain when he was fifteen and the kind of person he had been before. He had been and still was quiet, but he had been almost frightening in his solitude before they went away. He moved sharply as if someone was behind him consistently beating him with a stick and his eyes were always filled with hatred. When he returned, his movements were more fluid and graceful in spite of his increased size. There was also a calmness that had swept over him. His eyes were lighter and there was a discernable gap between his eyebrows. Even on the most vexing occasions when Diana was close to losing her own temper, he approached the same situation with a calm, quiet, and almost impossibly focused manner. He reminded her of her grandfather.
He turned his attention to Flain, and she spoke to Diana.
“The first thing I want you to do,” she began. “Is close your eyes. This allows you to focus more. Forget everything around you except the heat from the stones and your breathing.”
Diana did as instructed. She closed her eyes and zoned in on the heat emanating from the center of the small building.
“Allow the warmth to sink into your skin and warm you from the outside in,” Flain said softly.
It was very hard for Diana to breathe in the room because of all the heat and steam, but she continued to focus on bringing the warm air into her body, slowing her breathing as she did so.
“Good,” Flain encouraged. “Inhale for three beats, then exhale for three beats.”
Diana was quite familiar with this breathing technique; she had employed it on multiple occasions when she thought she was going to rip her uncle’s head from his shoulders. She did as Flain told her, breathing in for three beats, then exhaling for three beats. She focused on her breathing, trying to maintain it with the counts as her body began to perspire from the hot air around her.
“Now, four beats.”
Diana extended her breathing further, counting to four, then exhaling. She forced all other thoughts out of her mind, including the sounds of Bear inhaling and exhaling loudly as if he too were also meditating, and focused only on her breathing, deep and calm.
“That is good. Focus on your breath… one… two… three… four… exhale. One… two… three… four. Good.”
Diana’s mind reached out to nowhere in particular; a vast empty room where candles were lit, where it was warm and soothing and she could hear the faint sound of water moving. She was calm, her mind was free, and no odd dreams or threatening relatives could trouble her.
March 22, 1692
“I want to marry you.”
Diana had a relatively calm sleep that night. With the aid of Flain’s breathing ritual and the soothing warmth of the sweat lodge, she was able to fall asleep fast and deeply when they returned home. She woke up earlier than usual and felt well rested. She was still curious about what had caused her vision, but she wasn’t as worried about it as she had been before. She figured that it was directly related to her anger over the marriage law. She pushed all thoughts of the new law and her intrusive uncle away from her mind and dressed for the day.
For some unusual reason, she felt the need to practice shooting her bow in the back yard. She set off downstairs and collected her bow, quiver, and dagger from the armory.
Merlyn stepped out of the kitchen with a cup of hot cider in his hands. Diana blurred past him, muttered a good morning, and raced out the back door. She took her place on the east edge of the lawn and stared across at three targets that stood near the tree line. The boys used them to practice and she was happy to finally be able to use them herself. She set the quiver down in the grass next to her and plucked out an arrow. She placed it along the bow, pulled it back on the string, and took aim. She released right away, barely thinking about the shot. The arrow hit the target dead center. Apparently, it helped not to over think.
“Bravo!” Merlyn said from the doorway. Diana glanced over. He was leaning against the door jamb, sipping at his cup. She smiled proudly.
“I felt the need to practice this morning,” she told him.
“I see that.”
“I did not think too much about the shot. I just lined it up and fired.”
“Gives you less time to doubt yourself.”
A vision of Toby’s face floated across her mind.
“Do you think initial reactions are correct about people too? Or should we give them time to prove otherwise?”
He considered this for a moment, his dark eyes serene and pensive in the shadowy doorway. “In my experience, initial reactions are usually the right ones, but there are some that may surprise you. You did not quite trust Jeremiah when you first met him and you still seem not to.”
“He is foul.”
Merlyn smirked and took a sip. “You were rather adverse to Finn when you met him too.”
“I was?”
“Oh yes. You would always cry when he was around. You would take one look at him and start wailing. But, Finn would not give up on you. When he started telling you the Draelin stories, you would immediately start calming down. You began to like him after that. You were practically attached to him, begging for more stories.”
Diana smiled softly at a memory she wished she could recall.
Merlyn left then to attend his duties in his workshop. Diana continued to practice her bow, all the while thinking about Toby and her initial reaction to him. What was her initial reaction anyway? When she met him as a child, she was intrigued by him. But, who wouldn’t be in their situation. She had grown up with Finn and Yahmka to play with. Any new child who showed interest in her would be just as appealing to her.
When they played together, Finn would tease Toby, and she would feel bad, but never tell Finn to stop. She never consoled Toby either. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t. Perhaps she felt Toby needed a thicker skin to contend with Finn and shouldn’t be so sensitive. She could clearly see the anger and sorrow in his eyes, but she couldn’t bring herself to hug him and tell him that Finn was just teasing. If Finn wasn’t around, Toby would become like a refined adventurer, thriving off Finn’s absence and Diana’s presence. He was a happier and stronger person.
Then he left. Diana missed him, but not in a loss of sleep and weeping for days sort of way. Diana didn’t cry when he had left and disappeared out of sight. She had Finn and Bear to play with. She always had Finn and Bear to play with. She knew then that as long as she had them she wouldn’t be much concerned with other friends coming and going.
And now, Toby had returned. They were both older and things seemed somehow different. He was absolutely a stronger individual now that much was clear to her. The way he looked at her was very different too. It wasn’t uncomfortable in a threatening way, but more of a flattering way. Nobody had ever looked at her like that. She felt her heart rate quicken instantly when his blue eyes passed her way.
So, why had she reacted the way she did yesterday. Why did she reject him so suddenly when it was clear she liked being around him? Her only thought was of Jeremiah and Lilith. Jeremiah had created a new law to manipulate her into marrying someone. That someone had been Toby. At least it could have been worse. He could have tried to marry her off to one of the hunters that lived on the ridges of the valley. Probably the smelliest, dirtiest one if he could manage. There was a part of Diana that thought that Lilith was behind it as well. It would link her to Jeremiah and thus make her part of the strongest family in the valley. Being the second strongest family, as she was, might not be good enough for her. And Toby was their pawn; their weak player in a game of control. But, what if he wasn’t a part of their game, what if he just wanted Diana, and was oblivious to how Jeremiah and Lilith were using him?
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