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Chapter 1
The conditions were perfect. The sky was dark and clear, no storm clouds. With the warm weather and the direction of the wind, Ellia didn't have to worry about smoke from bonfires or hearth fires obscuring her view. Also, she didn't have to light a fire of her own to keep warm in the drafty old building. She didn't want to alert any of the other villagers to her whereabouts. They wouldn't understand.
She straightened her skirts and sat down at the star viewer. She had paper spread out in front of her to take notes. She cranked one of the levers at the side and raised the viewing glass to a suitable height and peered through into the sky above.
Her heart caught in her chest as the moon came into view. Beyond it, she saw a tiny red spec. She wished she could look at it closer. She longed to know what it was. In the sacred books, they said that pinpoints in the night sky were holes in the heaven through which God looked on his creation. In the books she found in the domed building, they were called stars, and they were far away planets and systems similar to what she saw through the sky viewer.
She kept the book close to her. If the others ever found it, her notes and books would be burned and she would be hanged for heresy. Her brother would lose face as well and most likely be exiled, if he was lucky, not that it bothered her greatly. She and her bastard brother didn't exactly get along. But still, she knew she was taking a terrible risk, but curiosity got the best of her. Human history fascinated her.
And puzzles fascinated her even more. This building, the star viewer, the ancient books, they were all a mystery. It took her two years to figure out the function of the star viewer and translate the books she found there. They were written in an old language that most likely originated before the Great Burn.
She peered into the star viewer and focused on the moon. The sun's light shone on it fully now and she could see it's full face. She began to sketch out the image. She only had so much time. A jingling noise tore her from her study.
When she realized what the place was, she set up an alarm system of old pots and pans along with various metals from the village. She pulled her notes together and shoved them in a hidden drawer. It was underneath a fallen panel. She hid most of her books and notes there, never daring to take them to the village. She never signed them or left any identifying marker on them.
Ellia stood and brushed off her clothes. The place was incredibly dusty. Age and sediment covered everything. She gathered her skirts and exited the crumbling building. She hid in the shadows in a little cubby she set aside close to the beginning. It opened up to the forest behind and she could dart into the woods if needed.
“Ellia,” came a familiar voice. “Are you up here?”
She crept out of her cubby. “Steven, is that you?”
Her brother gave an exasperated sigh. “I thought you promised you wouldn't come up here anymore?”
“I said no such thing,” she said, “And you promised you would never bother me up here. It's too risky. If someone follows you, we'll both die.”
“I know, I know,” he said, “mother is looking for you.”
Ellia clenched her teeth. “She wants to talk to me again about arranging my marriage, doesn't she?”
“I wish you wouldn't fight her,” he said, “you're the member of a respectable family in the village. A good marriage would secure your position. Who knows, you might become council mistress or even high priestess.”
“And I don't want either of those titles,” she said. “Mother can keep them. Better yet, she can give them to you. You actually seem to want them.”
“And you know I can only secure such a position if my sister ascends to one of those authorities,” he said.
Ellia sighed. “I know, I know. I'm sorry Steven. And what do you think will happen to us if they find out my little secret?”
“You could always stop,” he said. “What does it do to commit heresy and crimes against the church?”
“Don't you want to know?” she asked. “Understand what happened, why it happened?”
Steven scowled at her and crossed his arms. “It happened because God grew angry with our arrogance and punished humanity. He nearly wiped us out. What you're doing is tempting fate.”
Ellia put up her hand, “I know the tales, little brother. We thought we could climb the stars and reach Him and He knocked us down. We tried again and again and he tired of our foolishness and burned our ladders to the sky and scorched our cities. He made sure that never again would we allow our arrogance to insult Him. I know. But what if that's not how it happened?”
“I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that,” said Steven.
“I'm sorry,” she said. “I know I shouldn't say such things out loud. It upsets you. And I would never dream of mentioning them to mother. She would never forgive me. She'd probably turn me in.”
Steven's eyes widened. “She would never do that.”
“You don't know her like I do,” she said and smoothed her dress again. It was a nervous habit. She did it mostly when she thought of their mother. “You don't remember the late night arguments she had with our father. You don't remember father much, do you?”
“No,” he said and shook his head. “He was gone much when I was growing up, with you actually.” He looked her straight in the eyes. “What did you two do on those journeys?”
“We studied,” she said with a smile. She could still smell the dusty old books and ruined buildings. Most people wrinkled their noses at the smells, but it brought her comfort, warm memories of times with her father. “We read ancient tomes from across the land in languages that died out thousands of years ago. I didn't understand a lot of then, and I don't remember much, but they were good years. I sometimes wish you could have come with us.”
“And others?” he asked.
“I'm glad you didn't,” she said. “I don't think you would have appreciated it the same way I did. I think that's why he took me. He recognized my curiosity.”
“I think he poisoned your mind against the teachings of the church,” said Steven. “He turned you against the tenets of our faith and sowed the seeds of heresy.”
Anger spiked in the back of her mind and before she knew what she was doing, she slapped him. “Never speak of our father that way, ever. It's rude to speak ill of the dead, regardless of what atrocities you think them guilty of. Their wrongs cannot be righted and you should not remind them of such in the life here after.” Especially since your very existence is an insult to him, she added to herself, but she would never say it aloud to him. Their mother would beat her soundly if she insulted the family honor in public.
He bowed his head. “Sorry, sister. I forget sometimes that you also studied with mother.”
“I am trained to be the family heir,” she said. “Let's go before mother sends more to find us. I don't want anyone to find this place.”
“What will you do with the information you learn?” Steven asked.
“I don't know just yet,” said Ellia. “I suppose nothing. Who would listen to what I had to say?”
He gave her a grim smile and nodded. They walked back to the house in silence. The night air was warm and carried a light breeze. Ellia could smell honeysuckle and roses from the family garden. She also smelled her mother's tea. Her stomach churned. Her mother only drank her tea when she was deeply upset or had something serious to speak about and wanted to calm her nerves. This conversation would not go well.
Ellia took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. She would meet her mother with dignity and resolve. Steven laid a hand on her shoulder. He gave her an encouraging smile.
She laid her hand on his. “I'll be fine. The worst she can do to me is words.” That wasn't entirely true, but Ellia would never speak poorly of their mother to Steven. He wouldn't understand. She pushed the door open.
“Ellia, is that you?” Her mother's voice echoed down the entry way. She was in her sitting room. Ellia's stomach sank further. She took slow, deliberate steps.
“Yes, mother, I am home,” she said. Though there wasn't much need to announce herself. Her mother already knew it was Ellia. Still, the niceties had to be observed.
“Come to me, daughter,” her mother said. The words were kind, but her voice was stern. It held back a torrent of anger.
Ellia entered the sitting room. Her mother sat in a stiff chair, her hands folded neatly in her lap. She gestured to the chair on the other side of her. Ellia took the chair without hesitation and without a word. She did not want to look her mother in the eyes. A small table sat between them with her mother's tea placed in the middle.
Her mother leaned forward and poured a careful cup of the hot brew. She straightened and put her hands back in her lap. It would be the height of rudeness not accept her mother's tea. Ellia leaned forward and accepted the cup.
“You have been gone from home for many hours, daughter,” her mother said. Her voice was tight with a hint of suspicion. “Where have you been?”
“Studying,” said Ellia.
“I did not see you in the church,” said her mother, her suspicion more clear. “Where were you studying?” She picked up her needlework. It was an embroidered piece depicting the rise of the holy prophets after the Great Burn.
Ellia stole a glance at her mother. Her lips were slightly pursed and her brow was creased. She wasn't angry. It was much worse than that. She was concerned.
“I'm sorry, mother,” said Ellia. “I sometimes forget my duties to this family. I am too used to the way father treated me. He indulged my curiosities and it has put you in undo stress. I took some of my father's books from his private workspace and went to the woods to study. I should have informed you.”
Her mother laid down her sewing and sighed. She looked Ellia in the eye. “Do you know how difficult it is to find you a good husband if I can never find you? You come home and your clothes are filthy, you speak of obscure tomes and ancient languages. You have no talent at sewing or housework. Your knowledge of politics is even less. I had hoped you would ascend to Council Mistress one day and lead this village, but I see now that's impossible. Your brother hoped to take a position in the village council, but that can never happen without support from my heir.”
Ellia sighed heavily. “I know mother and I feel guilty that my actions limit my brother's. Can't he take a position in the council with your endorsement?”
She chewed her lip, a bad sign. “He could under certain circumstances, but I would have to arrange a very particular marriage for you.”
“Mother,” she said, “I don't want to marry. I want to go to Brea and join the grand library.”
Her mother glared at her. “I thought we agreed we would never speak of those blasphemers and heretics again?”
“They're not heretics,” said Ellia. “They're scholars and seekers. Besides, the laws of Brea don't prohibit their studies. I don't even think they practice the same beliefs we do.”
Her mother held up a hand and cut her off. “I'll not hear anymore of it tonight. I have arranged a meeting between you and Joseph Morgan, son of Lianna Childen and Isaiah Morgan. Lianna and I will observe your meeting and determine if you would be a good pairing.”
“Joseph Morgan?” she asked, horrified. “He's dirty and boorish. You think my clothes are bad? He never bathes and he's about as ignorant as a stump.”
“And he comes from a high ranking family,” said her mother. “We are considering it only. Lianna understands the grooming habits of her son. She hopes that a pairing with a graceful woman will help cure him of his uncleanliness.”
“Mother,” said Ellia. She knew it wouldn't do any good. Her mother was used to getting her way and even if Ellia told her the marriage would be bad, her mother would force it anyways.
“This is not up for debate,” she said. “I need to make the appearance of placing you in a good family or our family will lose face and we'll lose all hope of any decent standing in the future.”
“And if you can't find me a suitable marriage?” Ellia asked.
“Then we will need to find a suitable convent or occupation for you,” her mother said.
“And what would you consider a suitable convent or occupation?” Ellia asked.
Her mother pursed her lips and drank her tea. “A conversation for another time. You must be tired. The day will begin early tomorrow. Good night.”
Ellia was dismissed. She would get no further information from her mother and she could not leave the house again. Luckily, she hadn't built a fire in the ruins. She could, of course, have sent Steven to put it out, but that would raise more questions and possibly lead others to her personal sanctuary.
No, she had lost the battle, for now. She would meet with Joseph Morgan tomorrow and she would talk to him. She doubted the two would have much in common. And his mother, Lianna Childen was a nightmare. The meeting would be worth it just to hear the verbal dance between Lianna and her mother.
Ellia stood and bowed to her mother. “Thank you for the tea, mother.”
She nodded her head. “You are welcome. Now tell your brother to stop lurking in the hallway and come talk to me.”
A smile flickered across Ellia's lips. “As you wish, mother.” She bowed again and shot Steven a look as she passed him in the hallway. Their mother probably had questions for him about Ellia. The look hopefully served to warn him to keep it to a minimum. There was very little the two could discuss about his future until they knew more about hers. She could try and listen to their conversation, but their mother would hear her. There wasn't much that went on in the house their mother didn't know about. Luckily, Ellia had a few tricks of her own.
Ellia climbed the stairs to her room, pried open the floorboard underneath her bed and pulled out one of her father's old books. Her mother had burned a great deal of them after he died, but Ellia had managed to save a few. They were all hand-written, transcribed from older books too fragile to handle. Luckily, they were also written in scripts so old, very few people could read them.
The passage she read now was one she had been saving. It discussed the age of the Earth, far older than the mere one hundred thousand years the holy books described. She would be exiled and her family dishonored just for possessing the book. She didn't even want to think what would happen if she was found reading it. But still, she hungered for knowledge of life before the Great Burn. The tales from the holy books had always offered a sense of comfort, but they still left her feeling empty. They were directionless. And through much of her reading, Ellia discovered, they were also very, very wrong.
According to the writer, the Earth was billions of years old. It detailed information on processes she had never heard of or even imagined. She needed more data, more books. She needed to complete her father's work. She didn't know if she ever would. There was too much out there.
A knock came to her door and she hid the book under her sheets. “Yes.”
Her brother stepped in the room. “I wanted you to know, I didn't say anything to mother, and I won't. But if you ruin my chances, Ellia, I just might.” He turned and closed the door behind him.
Ellia stared at the door. Her insides turned to ice. She did not doubt her brother would betray her. She knew he didn't want to, but in a society where the women of a family determined the fate of the men, the men developed a certain desperation. They could become quite devious to get what they wanted. Steven was getting very desperate. She had to make her own move before it was too late.
~~~~~
Their mother had spared no expense on the breakfast that morning. Lianna and her son Joseph were to join them. Afterwards, Ellia and Joseph would have some time to themselves to get to know each other. If Lianna and her mother agreed, Ellia and Joseph would begin a period of courtship, a prospect Ellia did not look forward to. They didn't worry about virginity or purity as much as the humans before the Great Burn. The thought of Joseph's smelly, sweaty hands on her made her cringe.
Still, she would make a good show, sit through breakfast and try to be polite. She had never liked Joseph Morgan. He had few manners, dressed poorly, rarely bathed, and stumbled over his own words. Worst of all, he couldn't read. Ellia had no idea how a young man from a family as important as his could have made it so far without internalizing proper behavior and etiquette.
Everything was set up in their sun room. Pale sunlight poured across the table and reflected off her mother's fine crystal. Ellia's father brought it from one of his travels, and Ellia was overly fond of it as a result. Her mother knew that. Ellia would behave out of respect for her father and his memory.
The door chimed and Ellia stood in the doorway for their guests. Lianna Childen entered and she bowed according to the other woman's rank, not as low as Ellia would her own mother, but lower than she bowed to a male citizen of the same rank. Lianna returned the gesture and deferred to the scrawny young man behind her.
“My son,” she said with a wave of her arm, “Joseph. I believe you have met. I hope you find his appearance and demeanor pleasing?”
He was definitely cleaner than normal and he had combed his hair. Ellia gave him a slight bow. “Yes, Madame Childen, he is pleasing to the eye.”
It was a slight, but a very small one. A woman of Lianna's standing would take some offense to it, but she had to know her son's reputation. Lianna made no sign she recognized the insult. Ellia's mother, however, flicked a finger at her. A warning.
Lianna strode past Ellia and bowed to her mother. “Norene.”
Her mother bowed in return. “Lianna. I am pleased you would grace our home.”
“And you do us a great honor with your invitation,” said Lianna. “I hope you find my son acceptable.”
“And I hope my daughter meets your expectations of an honorable match,” said Norene.
Ellia bit her tongue at the formalities. Breakfast would take nearly two hours at this rate. Though a suitable matchmaking meal could take up to four hours if the pair were well matched. She glanced again at Joseph. With any luck, it would only take one hour.
Ellia gestured to the table. “If you would please take your seats, we've arranged a number of wonderful delicacies for you.”
They took their seats and Ellia and her mother followed. Servants came and filled the table with fruits and shellfish, quail eggs, monastic cheeses, and a heavily brewed tea meant to wake the senses and start the day.
“Quite exquisite,” said Lianna. “You must have spent quite a bit on this. Will you have any money for your son's wedding?”
Almost a slap in the face, but not quite. Lianna was bordering on rude. Perhaps Ellia should not have made her earlier comment?
“Oh we'll have substantial amounts,” her mother said and poured the tea. A sharp, heady odor filled the air, setting Ellia's nerves further on edge. She was really starting to hate the smell. “My concern is if your son will be able to accommodate my daughter to the comforts she is accustomed to.”
That one was obvious. Ellia glanced across the table to Joseph. He stared at his plate and occasionally shot nervous glances towards his mother. Lianna had most likely threatened him. Their family was of decent standing and a good marriage could push that higher, but Joseph's reputation was against them. How they could have let something so important go unchecked for so long, was beyond her. Then again, Ellia wasn't that well-groomed either, but she at least made an effort.
“Joseph,” said Ellia, “you have been awfully quiet." She lifted a plate of quail eggs and shellfish and offered it to him, a friendly gesture. The smell overpowered the tea, calming her nerves. "What do you think of our mothers' decision?”
His eyes met hers. She saw panic there. Her own mother shot her a warning glance and Lianna wrinkled her nose. He took the proffered plate and filled his own, taking his time. Joseph chewed his food very slowly and carefully and swallowed deliberately. He was stalling, thinking of the best answer. He smiled at her and said, “I find that it is best not to questions the purposes of the women in my life, specifically my mother. She knows what is best for me and our family.”
Lianna nodded approvingly. Ellia's own mother, however, had not moved her gaze. Her eyes were fixed on her daughter. But Ellia was thinking. Joseph had worded his response very carefully, in deference to his mother and his honored hostess. It didn't sound like a learned response, but rather a very carefully considered one. She would have to re-examine her views of him.
“Ellia,” he said, “my mother tells me you are fond of reading. Tell me, what is your favorite passage of the scriptures?”
She straightened. The question took her by surprise. It was her turn to carefully consider her answer. She flicked her eye to her mother who gave her a barely perceptible nod.
“I enjoy the Book of Julia,” said Ellia, “particularly the tale of how the Guiding Angel Katherine came to her with a message from God saying he would lead her and her people to the holy lands and spare them.”
“An interesting passage,” said Joseph. “Why that one?”
“Because it shows that God did not condemn all of humanity,” said Ellia. “It shows He had hope that humankind could be redeemed and once again receive his grace.”
Joseph held up a finger. “I would disagree. The priestesses tell us that the tale of Saint Julia and the Guiding Angel Katherine is that of caution. God spared Julia and her followers as a probationary tactic. He spent so much time and effort on humanity, he did not want all of His hard work to go to waste. He wanted to see if we could be saved. Remember, many of Julia's followers died in the pilgrimage to the holy lands as a result of sinfulness and arrogance.”
“That is but one interpretation,” she said. She could feel her mother's eyes sinking into her. Ellia repositioned her napkin and smoothed her dress. “I think it shows hope and the possibility for redemption.”
“That's dangerous thinking,” he said. “To contradict the priestesses borders on heresy.”
Ellia pointed a finger at him, “but do the priestesses not also say that we must gain our own deeper meaning from the scriptures? While they say it's a cautionary tale, I see something quite different. Besides, if we are to take up honorary positions in the village, we must learn to interpret the scriptures on our own, without the help of the priestesses. All within good taste, of course.” She deferred to her mother with a slight nod.
A flicker of a smile twitched across her mother's face, but it soon vanished. Norene McAllister would never show pride for either of her children in public. At least, not in front of Lianna. She wouldn't give the other woman the pleasure of seeing weakness.
Joseph fell into silence and continued to eat his breakfast. There was intelligence there. He often played the idiot in public. She saw that now, but how smart was he? She would have to get him alone and while their time after the family meal was meant to be spent alone one or both families would have them followed by a chauffeur.
She peeked at Lianna Childen out of the corner of her eye. The woman seemed quite pleased with herself, as if a trained animal had performed as she expected. She didn't smile, but she definitely held her head higher than she had when she first entered the room. Ellia began to wonder if Joseph's responses were practiced after all. Again, she needed more data.
“So,” said Norene, “you study the scriptures as well, Joseph?'
“Yes,” he said, “and I attend every sermon given in the church.”
“Why?” Ellia asked.
Her mother's head snapped onto her and her eyes narrowed. Ellia ignored it. She continued to look at Joseph. “Why do you go to every sermon? We're only required to go to two a week. The rest of that time could be better spent learning about the village, helping your family, or learning a trade.”
Joseph coughed over his food. His eyes twitched. He wanted to look at his mother, but self-control kept him from it. He feared Lianna. It was obvious.
“You're an only child, aren't you, Joseph?” Ellia asked. “You have no sisters?”
“That's correct,” he said.
“Ah,” she said. Her mother straightened visibly on her side of the table as did Lianna. Both women were uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. But Ellia was extraordinarily pleased. It revealed a depth of character about Joseph Morgan she had never before realized. Perhaps some of his conversation was rehearsed, perhaps not, but there was something else there. Something he hid from his mother. Ellia wanted very much to know what that was and she could tell he wanted to share it with someone.
For an instant, she felt sorry for him. At least she could speak to Steven, but even then that proved a dubious situation. Because of their ties to one another, he could betray her in an instant. But Joseph. What purpose would he have to betray her?
“Well,” said Norene. “This was a lovely meal. I'm so glad the two of you could come. We so rarely entertain guests. I'm sure you both have much to do.”
“Yes,” said Lianna, carefully. “We both have duties to perform.”
“Apologies if I take you from your duties,” said Ellia, “but I would very much like some time to speak to Joseph without the pressures of family honor.”
Norene gave Ellia another of her looks, but Ellia ignored it. Lianna smiled to herself, thinking she had won. However, Ellia had no interest in marrying the man, but she did see in him an ally. Possibly. She could have read the signs wrong.
They excused themselves from the table and exited to the small garden behind the house. It was early spring, but the flowers were starting to bloom. Their scent was stronger in the morning. Ellia looped her arm through Joseph's. This close, she could smell sandalwood and lye soap, even over the fresh blooms of the family garden. He had worked very hard on his appearance. She imagined Lianna the type to scrub him raw herself.
Ellia guided him some ways from the house. They didn't talk for a long time, not until she knew they were out of earshot of any spies either of their mothers might use. Joseph wisely stayed silent.
“There's more to you than you let on, isn't there?” she asked.
“I don't know what you mean,” he said. His voice was stronger away from all the formalities of family duty. He was definitely scared of his mother.
“You don't have to worry,” she said, “we're far enough away that we don't have to look over our shoulders for our mothers' spies. You can speak freely to me. I swear on the holy prophets I will not repeat what you say to me.”
“And what if I say something blasphemous?” he asked. “You would be bound by the church to report it.”
“After my blatant statement in front of my mother and yours, do you really think I'm concerned with upsetting the hosts of heaven?” she asked.
A smile flickered across his lips and vanished. “No. Those were very dangerous statements to make. My mother is in line for head priestess.”
“And my mother is chief council mistress,” said Ellia. “Our families would be on equal footing if your mother succeeds. Our marriage would be more than suitable.”
Joseph nodded absently. He stared at the ground. Ellia got the feeling that his thoughts were elsewhere. “A very suitable marriage,” he said.
She stopped and turned to him. She lifted his head up with a fingertip. His eyes were a very clear green. She had never really noticed them before. There was usually a fringe of greasy brown hair in front of them. “You don't want to marry, do you?”
Panic flashed through his eyes. He backed away from her. “I should go back.”
Ellia grabbed his arm and gripped tightly. Lean, wiry muscles tensed beneath her fingers. “Just listen to me, will you? You can turn me in or try to forget what we've said to each other later. I need someone I can rely on, someone I can trust. My brother is certainly not that person. His ambitions would have me hung as a heretic.”
“Would you have me hung alongside you?” Joseph asked. “I've heard about you. Whispers in the church and in the village. Your father poisoned you against the church, taught you the old ways.” His words were harsh, but Ellia could see the curiosity in his face.
“My father taught me to think for myself,” she said. “And he taught me the beauty and importance of knowledge. If we don't learn from the past, how can we keep ourselves from repeating our mistakes?”
“By avoiding the past arrogance of our ancestors,” he said. His voice shook. He knew the words, but did he believe them?
Ellia's lips thinned. “And how would we know? If we ignore what has gone before, how would we know if we were repeating a past arrogance? What if someone else commits it and uses it against us? How would we defend ourselves? Not everyone believes as we do. There are countries beyond ours who don't fear or forbid the pursuit of knowledge. There is nothing keeping them from developing those horrible weapons against us.”
“They wouldn't,” said Joseph. “What purpose would it serve?”
“To understand that,” she said, “you would have to understand history and how the world was before the Great Burn. But that's not why I wanted to talk to you. Study history, or don't, it's no concern of mine. I just wanted to explain my position. You don't want to get married. You have bigger plans for yourself. Your mother suspects, though, doesn't she?”
Joseph sighed and took a seat on a nearby log. It was pitted with termite holes and insect damage. The underside was mossy and wet. It gave off a faint odor of mold and decay. The log had been felled two springs ago to help build the addition to the church lodge. Ellia found it ironic.
“Yes,” he said, “I have other plans for myself. Not bigger, just other. But I realize my duty to my family, to secure a good marriage and an honorable wife, outweigh any selfish needs or desires I might have.” He picked at the rotting bark on the log.
“And what do you get out of that?” she asked. “What good can that possibly do for you?”
He jerked his head to the side to look at her. Was that anger she saw in his eyes? “I keep my family's standing. You were right at breakfast. I am an only child. Without a good marriage to propel my family forward, they have no other chances. It's even worse that their only child is a boy. My mother can't secure her bloodline, just her station and even that's tenuous at best. If I don't marry, not only will she lose everything, so will I.”
“But you're afraid of her,” said Ellia. “She must terrify you something awful if you're willing to throw away your dreams to satisfy her ambitions.”
“I love my mother,” Joseph said. He looked away from Ellia and stared at a spot in the tree line. “She gave me life, keeps a roof over my head. She sees to it that I am taken care of.”
“And I bet she never misses an opportunity to remind you of that,” said Ellia. She crossed her arms. The wind blew gently through the field, tugging at her skirts. Distantly, she could hear the early spring birds.
Joseph was silent. He let his eyes drop to the ground and still would not look at her. She knew she was getting to him.
“For a moment,” she said, “let's pretend that we don't have to worry about family honor or continuing the family line. What would you do if your life was to do with as you pleased?”
He glanced at her sideways. His knuckles had gone white from digging into the tree bark. It crunched and cracked from his grip. “I don't know,” he said. His teeth were clenched.
“Me,” she said, “I would purchase a horse and a cart. I would pack up all of my books and my father's books and I would travel to Brea to study with the scholars at the library there." Her eyes began to mist over and her heart ached at the memory. She didn't want to cry in front of Joseph, but she missed her father and their trips terribly. She swallowed back her anguish and continued.
"Have you ever seen it?" she asked. "It's made completely of white marble that gleams in the sunlight. It has real glass windows with elaborate portraits painted in them; things and people from long ago, before the Great Burn. I've seen it just once before, but the memory of it has stayed with me.”
“I've never seen anything like that,” said Joseph. He spoke barely above a whisper. “But I've heard of such places.” He was looking at her now, his eyes wide with wonder and fear. She really did wonder why she had never noticed them before. They were so bright.
Ellia sat down next to him. The bark was rough underneath her, and not very comfortable. Chunks of rotted wood and flakes of dust spilled to the ground. She put a hand on Joseph's shoulder. He was shaking. “Go ahead and say it, Joseph. What do you want from this life? Certainly not a wife and a houseful of screaming, fattened brats brainwashed into the church's doldrums?”
He shook his head. “No, I don't. I want to work and invent. I want to create things. I want to shape things into my own imaginings.” He slapped his hands over his mouth and looked towards the sky as if God Himself would throw a bolt of lightening at him. “I'm sorry, I shouldn't say such things.” He started to push off the log.
Ellia grabbed his shirt sleeve and pulled him back. “You should, absolutely. I wondered why you stink so often. You're working on something, aren't you?”
He tried to pull away. “No. I'm not working on anything. It doesn't matter.”
She tugged on his sleeve again. “You're right, as a man and an only child, your family line will never be secure. There would be no way to be certain if any child of your wife's is yours. My brother is another man's son.”
Joseph stopped and turned to her. Shock was etched into his face. “You shouldn't say things like that.”
“Why not?” she said with a shrug. “I can just look at him and know. My father was traveling when my brother was conceived. He knew it as soon as he came home and my mother did nothing to hide it. Such is the fate of a man. He accepted it, graciously, of course. He was a quiet and honorable man, but I understand why he was away from home so often and why he only took me on his travels.”
Joseph fell back onto the log with a heavy sigh. He stared off into the distance. “What do you propose?”
“Not marriage,” she said. “I have no desire to be a wife, not right now and not to anyone in this town, no offense."
"None taken," he said. "I couldn't imagine having Norene McAllister as my mother-in-law."
She snorted. "Try having her as your actual mother. But my point is, a man such as you could maintain family honor and secure the family name by making a name for yourself. Imagine if you invented a machine that not only avoided the sins of the past but made the lives of the present easier. Your name would be spoken across half a dozen countries and your mother could maintain her seat until her death.
As I said, I have no intention of marrying either. I want to return to the Library of Brea. I want to learn, to study, to expand my world. I can't help it, I'm a curious person and maybe that's a bad thing. If it is, let God punish me, not the church. Help me Joseph. Help me escape my mother and achieve my dream and I'll help you with yours.”
“To what end?” he asked. “And how? If we leave, we'll be tracked down and brought back as heretics. Our families will be ruined. If we're caught here in town, it's the same.” He dropped his head in his hands.
“There is something we can do,” she said. “On our own, we would never be allowed, but as a courting couple, our mothers would never question.”
He raised his head and stared at her. His eyes were wide and his face pale. The air grew eerily quiet. “If we're found out, we won't be given a chance to explain.”
“That's if we're found out,” she said with a smile. Her stomach clenched and unclenched with excitement and fear. Her hands shook. “When, if ever, has anyone used such a ruse?”
“Never that I can think of,” he said. “Not that the church would ever let anything like that get out.”
She smiled. “You can think for yourself, good.” She grabbed his hands in hers. “We can do this. It will take some doing, but we can do this. Are you willing to risk it?” Her heart thudded in her chest. She was about to have cohort, someone to confide in. But how much did she want to tell him? She could decide later. She gripped her skirts and clutched her knuckles tightly. Her finger nails dug into her palms. If he said no...
Joseph bit his lip and looked at the ground again. He was working the thought around in his head. She could tell. His eyes twitched from side to side. He popped his head up and met her gaze. “Yes.”
Chapter 2
They both went their separate ways from there to prepare for their plans. Ellia told her mother she needed time to consider. She knew her mother didn't approve of the pairing once she had met Joseph Morgan. But she also knew her mother wanted Ellia married. Joseph was from a family of excellent standing despite his personal grooming habits and it would allow Steven, her preferred child to attain the position and standing they both wanted for him.
Ellia went off on her own, deep into the woods outside the village. Not many people went out there save for hunting, but no one went near the ruins. Many of the villagers believed they were haunted, or cursed, or both. She never believed in ghosts or curses. Something else her mother blamed her father for; an overwhelming skepticism and a distinct lack of faith in the supernatural. The thought made her smile.
She climbed up a pile of rubble to the domed building at the top of the hill. She figured the rubble had washed down from the other ruins. It looked like there had once been several other buildings in the vicinity. Their foundations were still there, but the rest of the buildings had been destroyed. All but the domed building with its star viewer.
Ellia saw it as a sign. Not since the Library of Brea had she found a place that had given her so much joy. Her father had died under mysterious circumstances when she was twelve. Her mother had given her the news, cold an unconcerned. She ran until she couldn't breathe anymore. Tears blurred her vision. She didn't know where she was. When she could no longer run, she walked. Ellia had no desire to go home that night. Her mother didn't care that her father was dead. In fact, Ellia believed her mother was happy about it. So, she kept going until she was exhausted and fell asleep in the forest.
When she awoke, it was dark. She didn't know how long she had been there, but she found the ruins shortly there after. From then on, it was her place, her sanctuary. At first, it was just a place to hide from her mother, from the villagers, from responsibility. But as time went on, she began to learn its purpose. She began to clean and repair it. She discovered the star viewer and the beauty of the night sky.
Staring into the vastness of night, Ellia could forget her father's death for a time, forget about all the missed opportunities and the travels she would never again have. The stars filled her mind. She wondered how they got there, what they were, why some shone more brightly than others. With time, she'd find her answers. Her constant search for more knowledge made her life bearable. Now she was about to leave her pain behind. It both thrilled her and set her teeth on edge. She had never gone out on her own. But then, she wouldn't be alone.
It seemed fitting she should return to this place one more time before she began her journeys again. And she couldn't leave her notes. She would have to bundle them up and disguise them. If they were discovered while they were gone, it would raise too many questions. It might even put Steven and her mother in jeopardy. Despite their own personal machinations, she did care about them both. And of course, she and Joseph would be in danger as well. With their plans made, the whole village would know where they were going.
And if Norene McAllister had to give up her position and lose placing for her precious son, Ellia would spend the rest of her life running from her mother's agents, if the church didn't get her first. Her mother did not take failure lightly. Ellia imagined her mother would take a family betrayal very personally.
The last of the dead winter leaves had blown into the ruins. Without much of a roof, there was very little protection or shelter from the elements and Ellia couldn't risk adding too much to the building. On the odd chance someone actually came out this far, a stretch of leather over the roof would raise questions. Though, she supposed, it could be blamed on squatters and Rovers. Not that this area was rife with thieves and the homeless.
Ellia dug into the hidden compartment beneath the star viewer. She rolled her notes up and tied them with a piece of rawhide. She wouldn't be able to take all of the books there so she would have to select just a handful, probably the most damning. She started to sort out which books she wanted when her alarm system made her stop.
She could hear the footsteps crunch in the underbrush. They were slow and deliberate, but by no means careful. The wind carried the sound of gruff voices, but she couldn't quite make them out.
Ellia pushed her books to the side, doing her best to hide them and rushed to the door. She would have to hide until they left. She made it two steps outside the domed ruins when she heard voices. She ducked back into the ruins.
“Are you sure you saw it run up here, Dell?” She recognized the voice now and tensed. One of the farmers from the village.
“Pretty sure, Pa,” said Dell. “It couldn't have gotten far with a wound like that.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” said the farmer. “You do realize where we are?”
A pause in conversation. “Yessir,” said Dell. “They say it's haunted up here, cursed. Did you hear those bells?”
“I did,” said the farmer. “Probably a spirit or something.”
“You don't think someone lives up here?” Dell asked.
“If they do,” said the farmer, “it ain't no one we want to meet face to face. Probably a Rover or a bandit. We'll have to let the little thief go.”
“But, Pa,” said Dell, “it's gonna steal more eggs and upset the chickens again.”
“Not with a wound like that,” said the farmer. “Little bugger'll bleed out. If we do happen to see it again, we'll just shoot it again. I don't like it up here. We best leave.”
“But, Pa,” said Dell.
“I gave you an order, boy,” the farmer said. “Don't let me tell your mother you've been disobedient.”
“Yessir,” said Dell.
She could hear them moving away. Their conversation went on as they retreated from the ruins until she couldn't hear them anymore. She took a deep, shuddering breath and noticed her body was shaking. She was very nearly discovered. It would have been very difficult to explain what she was doing here at that point. She took another, slower breath and smoothed her hair and clothes. Too close.
Ellia took a deep breath and went back to her notes. A small animal stood on top of her books. It had a long and thin body with black and brown fur. A weasel.
“Shoo,” she said, but it didn't move. It sniffed at her and made a squeaking noise. This was probably the animal the farmer had spoken of. She picked up a piece of fallen timber and tried to push it off with that, but the stubborn creature climbed onto it. It was used to humans.
She pulled the weasel from the timber and held it to eye level. “You are quite contrary.” As she held it, she noticed its fur was wet and sticky. She turned the animal and found a bullet wound in its back leg. The farmer must not have been as good a shot as he thought. The wound wasn't fatal as far as she could tell, but probably painful.
She sat on some fallen stone and positioned the tiny mammal in her lap. She pinned his upper body with her left hand and took a long pointed tool from her coin purse. She always kept it on her in case she found an opportunity to come here and needed to repair the star viewer. Carefully, she probed into the wound and pried out a small lump of metal.
Her patient squeaked and twitched, but held remarkably still. It really was well trained, which meant it probably belonged to someone. The full weight of that thought didn't really sink in. She was more concerned with its wound. It was very lucky the farmer was such a bad shot. A slug like this could have taken the poor thing's leg off. She ripped off part of her underskirts and wrapped it around the tiny hole.
“Hopefully, whoever trained you will tend to that,” she said. “Otherwise you might lose the leg still.”
“I'll keep that in mind,” a strange voice said. Ellia turned and the weasel squeaked and scurried down her leg.
A dusty man with tanned skin and dark hair stood in the doorway of the ruins. Ellia jumped to her feet and backed away from him. There was only one exit that she knew of and he was blocking it. “Who are you? How did you get in here?”
The weasel now stood on the man's shoulder and buried its face in his hair. “Dimitri thanks you. What you did was very kind. Not many people appreciate a good companion like Dimitri.”
“He's a weasel,” she said, “he steals eggs and mauls chickens. And you didn't answer my question.”
“He is not a weasel," the man said and pointed a finger at her. "He's a ferret and expert rodent hunter. “He most likely found a rat in the chicken coop. Rats will eat eggs, but not ferrets. It's the farmer's own fault if he can't tell the difference. Dimitri was only trying to help.
Now as for your questions. Your second question is easier than the first to answer. I walked here.”
“But I didn't hear you,” she said.
The man smiled and shrugged. His teeth were a dazzling white. Ellia could scarcely remember a smile so bright. “Of course not," he said. "I did not want you to hear me. And I did not want the farmer to hear me. You people don't seem to like my kind.”
“And what kind is that?” she said though she was starting to suspect. No one this far north had skin that tan. “You still haven't told me who you are.”
“As I said, it's a difficult question to answer,” he said. “How many of us truly know who we are? Or what our purpose is in this life? To answer you simply, my name is Kieva, and I am a Rover.” He bowed to her, tucking his right hand around his waist and flourishing his left. The smile stayed on his face.
Ellia tensed her hands on the timber. She would only have the chance for one good strike. She thought as much. Rovers were notorious thieves and rapists. She had heard horror stories from other travelers as a child. Her father told her not to pay any mind to them, that they were gross exaggerations, but she didn't want to take any chances.
“Relax,” said Kieva, putting his hands up in an open gesture. “I don't want to hurt you. If I wanted that, I could have done that hundreds of times over. I merely want to talk.”
She lowered the timber. Her heart thudded in her ears. “I don't understand what you mean. Why do you want to talk to me? We've never met and I doubt we have much in common.”
“We have more in common than you know,” he said. “I've watched you for a long time now. You spend hours in this place, staring at the night sky. I've read your notes after you leave. Your illustrations are absolutely breathtaking.”
Chills ran down her spine. “You've been watching me? Why?” She gripped the timber even harder. “What is your purpose? What do you want from me?”
“Just to talk,” he said. He took a step forward, his hands still open, his palms facing her. “Your father and my father were friends.”
Ellia took a step backwards and the man named Kieva stopped. “My father would never associate with murderers and thieves,” she said. “He was a good, decent, honest man.”
“As was my father,” said Kieva. Anger colored his voice and his face reddened. He swallowed and nodded his head to her. “Apologies. Our reputation is not the best. I know. Rumors and lies spread by the church because we don't conform to their beliefs or laws. It's something we struggle with daily.”
Ellia relaxed slightly, but kept her grip on her weapon. “I could see the truth in that. But how do I know you're not lying to me? How do I know you're not just making up your father's friendship mine?”
“I have no reason to lie about it,” said Kieva with a shrug. He hadn't stopped smiling. It should have unnerved Ellia more, but it only set her more at ease. “I gain nothing by feigning friendship with you or anyone else," he said. "But I also know things. I know your father's death was not an accident and that the church and your mother were involved.”
Ellia's skin went cold and clammy. The temperature was warm, but ice filled her veins. All comfort she had gained from the stranger's pleasant smile vanished. “Where did you learn this?”
“My father,” he said. “Your father came to mine before he died and told him he suspected the church and your mother of plotting against him. He asked my father one favor in return for so many concessions for our people.”
“What?” she asked, still frozen in place.
“He asked my family to look after you,” said Kieva. “He said your mother would turn her venom to you. She would either poison you against him or plot your death just as she did his. So, over the years, we've watched out for you, protected you. When my father grew too old and weak to keep up with you, the task passed to me.”
Ellia sat down heavily on the fallen wall. The information was overwhelming, assuming it was true. Even if it wasn't, why would someone lie about it? She knew her mother, knew her character. Murder and deceit weren't too far beyond her normal schemes and manipulations. She knew her mother would have her hanged as a heretic in a heartbeat if it preserved her own position even if it meant losing her only female heir.
“Why tell me this now?” she asked. She looked him right in the eyes.
“Because you're in danger,” he said. “I've watched you for several years now, as much as I could. It's harder to keep an eye on you in the village. My kind is not welcome there. So I suppose it is a blessing you choose to spend so much time away from there. But I've seen things, heard things. If you do not marry and join the council, your mother has terrible things in mind for you.”
“I'm not staying,” said Ellia. “I will be leaving shortly.”
“Norene McAllister will never allow it,” said Kieva.
“If I run away, she she won't,” said Ellia. “But I have other plans. If you truly want to help me and protect me as you say my father asked of you, then help me.”
“Tell me what you plan and I will do what I can,” he said.
She started to say something, but her alarms went off again. “Go,” she hissed. “It's probably my brother or that damned farmer again. Either way, I don't want to have to explain why you're here. My brother barely tolerates my studies as is.”
Kieva nodded, “We'll be in touch.”
Her alarms chimed again and she turned away to look for the intruder. She saw the the top of Steven's head cresting over the hill. Ellia's heart steadied and took a deep breath. She looked back and Kieva was gone. She had heard the Rovers were excellent at vanishing at will. Some called it witchcraft. She figured it was probably just a lifetime of moving in places no one else wanted them to be.
“Ellia,” said Steven. “Ellia, you can come out of hiding. It's just me.”
“I'm not hiding,” she said. “I could see you coming up the hill and only you can make that much noise. You'd be a terrible hunter." She was irritated. Too much was going on all at once. She needed peace and quiet to mull things over and she didn't think she would get it. "What do you want?” she snapped
“You don't have to be so rude,” he said. He walked into view.
“I remember our conversation from last night,” she said and narrowed her eyes. “That's not something easily forgotten.”
“I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn't mean to upset you."
She snorted and turned her back to him. She went back to her books and notes. They needed to be sorted, and, unfortunately, some needed to be destroyed.
Steven sighed. "You have no idea how difficult it is for me, what I have to go through. Do you know what it's like to have your entire future dependent on someone else?”
She slammed her palms against the notebook she was paging through and turned. “That's not my fault,” she said and pointed at him. “I don't make the rules. If I did, they would be much different trust me. Put yourself in my place. Imagine the entire future of our family rested on your shoulders and that our mother hated you because you wanted something different, something better.” She struggled not to yell and choked back a sob. She would not cry in front of her bastard little brother. She went back to her notes.
“Hell, Ellia,” he said. He grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. “It is your fault." He jabbed a finger into her chest. "Why can't you be a normal woman? Why can't you learn the household duties and study in the council? Why do you have to be so strange?”
Ellia clenched her teeth. “None of your business. Not that some illegitimate little..." She stopped and took a deep breath. Steven's face hardened. She pursed her lips. "I'm sure you had a point coming up here, Steven. So I ask you again. What do you want from me?”
He turned away from her. He ran a shaky through his hair and paced the grounds. Suddenly, he spun on his heels and looked at her. “You had a meeting with Lianna Childen and her idiot son this morning, yes?”
“You know the answer to that already,” she said and crossed her arm. “I know just as well as mother that you spy on our meetings.”
“Will you marry him?” he asked.
“Again, that's none of your business.” She stooped and gathered up her notes and books.
“Yes it is,” he said. “Everything you do is my business because it concerns my future as well. So will you marry the idiot or not?”
She dropped her books. “First of all, he's not an idiot, and second, it's not your business who I marry just as long as I marry. You could care less what happens to me. If you knew how to get me out of the way without a marriage, you'd have done it if you're not already planning it.”
“Fine,” he said, “don't tell me. You're just giving me another excuse. Mother will want to know how you cut yourself.”
“Cut myself?” she asked.
“Your skirt,” he said, “it's bloody.”
She looked down. There wasn't much, but there were definitely flecks of blood on the fabric. It must have been Dimitri. “I didn't cut myself,” she said.
“Then where did the blood come from?” Steven asked with a smirk. “You're slipping. She's going to figure it out sooner or later. You're doomed when she does.”
“Like I said, I didn't cut myself.” She moved right in front of him. “But you've got a nasty cut on your lip.”
“What?” he said.
Ellia pulled back her arm as far as she could and punched him in the jaw. “See, your lip is bleeding. Have a good day little brother. Oh, and if you tell mother anything about this, I will tell her how you kept my secret and even encouraged me to continue my heretical studies in hopes I would be found as a heretic and executed.”
“At this point,” he said, “I don't think she'll care. My life she can save. You're already past hope.”
“Maybe she will, maybe she won't,” said Ellia. “Are you willing to take the risk?”
~~~~~
Ellia managed to sneak everything into her room though there were some close calls. Several of the villagers stopped her on her walk to congratulate her on her upcoming courtship and marriage. Apparently Lianna had considered their meeting a success. She would suffer a great embarrassment later. Ellia hoped it would not dissuade Joseph from their plans. All the same, it would do good to bring Lianna down a little bit in standing. At least that way, she could secure her mother's position, if not her brother's. She was so angry at Steven. She didn't care what happened to him anymore.
She packed away her notes and books just as a knock came on her door. She snapped the floorboard into place and turned just as her mother opened the door. Her heart thudded in her chest. Norene McAllister never was one for privacy.
Her mother frowned and closed the door behind her. “You've put me in a tough position.”
“I think Lianna Childen did that,” said Ellia, "not me."
“You didn't have to announce to her that you and Joseph were considering courtship,” her mother said. Anger simmered in her voice “Now I have to make a show of approving it or risk losing face.”
“But we haven't decided to follow through with it,” said Ellia. “We don't know what we want to do yet, but I wanted to at least put you at ease and give me some breathing room.”
“You don't have a choice,” her mother said. “Lianna has already made the announcement. I can't go against her without shaming both sides.”
“I thought you wanted me to marry?” Ellia said and fell onto the bed.
“Dammit, child,” her mother said and sat on the bed next to Ellia. She gripped her daughters hands tightly in her own. Ellia's finger tips turned white as her mother squeezed her bones. If her mother wasn't careful, her fingers would break. Norene had a notoriously strong grip. Ellia had the marks to prove it.
“I wanted to make a show of it," her mother said. "I know you'll never marry and I certainly don't want you to help raise Lianna Childen's family to our stature. I can't stand the woman. I wanted to make a show of it and then send you to a convent in Doma. There, you could study the scriptures and your brother would be free to choose his own path. I really didn't want to have to hurt you. Now you don't leave me much choice. I can't risk Lianna Childen as a rival.”
Ellia tried to scoot away from her mother, but the old woman's grip held fast. Was Kieva telling the truth? Even if was just to go through the motions, why choose Joseph Morgan if she didn't want to risk a confrontation? “I'm sorry mother, I didn't know." Her voice was shaking. She had to think. "Joseph Morgan is much brighter than he appears. It would be a good pairing.”
“And it would increase Lianna Childen's standing and put her in direct competition with me and my position,” her mother said. She squeezed harder. Ellia clenched her teeth to keep from crying out in pain.
“She just wants a position in council,” said Ellia. “Joseph says she has no desire for a church position.”
“Joseph said that?” her mother asked. Her grip relaxed for a moment and Ellia felt immediate relief. “Of course he would." Norene resumed her strangle hold on Ellia's hands and glared at her. "Men have no concept of politics and scheming. That woman wants both. She would see our family destroyed.” Her voice seethed with anger and contempt.
“And her son with us,” said Ellia.
“What good is a son to her once he's married?” he mother asked. “She will have already secured her position. It won't matter what happens to him after that. It's not as if any of his children would be viable.”
“We're taking the pilgrimage,” said Ellia quickly, “to Doma. We want the Abottess there to consider our pairing, to see if it would be a good fit spiritually as well as politically.”
Her mothers grip relaxed instantly and Ellia yanked her hands away. They stung and throbbed. She wouldn't be able to do any delicate work for a few hours if not at least a day. That meant studying, at least no notes.
“I never thought of that," her mother said. "It would still make the appearance of a joining. Steven could enter into an apprenticeship. The pilgrimage takes about six months so he could be into a journeyman position by the time you return. Then it won't matter what happens. I'm surprised at you, Ellia. I never thought you could be so socially conscious.”
“I've had some time to consider my options,” said Ellia. "I'm not really fond of the idea of the convent. Though I might stay in Doma to study and send Joseph back empty handed. Have him tell his mother that the Abbottess found the pairing lacking, but that he is an outstanding man. Hopefully, she'll consider me for an acolyte."
“We'll have to start the arrangements immediately,” her mother said. “I'll send a courier to the Abottess and inform her of your arrival.”
“Already taken care of,” Ellia lied. She didn't want to make things more complicated than necessary. If the Abottess expected them, and then they didn't show, they would have more than their mothers' agents to worry about.
“All the same,” her mother said with a smile, “I would like to verify the dates with the Abottess. I'm very proud of you Ellia, prouder than I've ever been.” She kissed Ellia on the forehead and gave her a quick hug. "I would hate to take more extreme measures to get my way," she whispered and left the room.
Ellia touched the spot on her forehead with her fingertips. Her mother rarely, if ever, showed her daughter any affection. She usually saved it for Steven. Ellia didn't even have time to protest her mother's insistence.
She flexed her fingers. Her hands ached terribly. It wasn't the worst her mother had ever done, but it still hurt. And what she said before she left. What would her mother have done if Ellia didn't plan a pilgrimage? She thought back to her conversation with the Rover, Kieva. Was he telling the truth? Would her mother really kill Ellia if she didn't get her way? That didn't seem wise or even prudent. A girl child was much more valuable than a boy. Although with Steven...
Hot tears rolled down her cheeks. She was finally starting to realize how much she hated life here. When her father was alive, it was bearable, but now that he was gone, there wasn't much left. She had to live in secret, hide who she was. She felt like she could scream.
She missed her father, missed their trips. She curled into a ball on her bed and sobbed. Ellia didn't want to believe her mother was capable of murder, especially not her father, but it made sense. Norene McAllister hated her husband. She hated more that he gave Ellia so much attention. Of course, it was Norene's own fault.
When Ellia was a young girl, her mother was very busy with the church and the council. She was studying and maneuvering, leaving her father to care for her. That was how things were done. The mother worked while the father cared for and taught whatever children they had. Unfortunately for Norene, it also meant that Ellia learned a whole different way of thinking and believing.
And Norene resented it. She used every possible chance she had to show Ellia how much she disapproved of her father's teaching. That's when their travels started. She never realized it at the time, but her father was trying to protect her. He wanted her away from her mother as much as possible. Ellia was grateful for it. She ran her fingers along a thick scar from the last time her mother had taken a belt to her and new tears began to flood down her cheeks.
Still, the prospect of leaving excited her. It had been many years since she traveled outside this dull, hateful little village, seen and heard ideas and thoughts unsullied by superstition and fear. The world was so much bigger than most of them even imagined.
The thought calmed her nerves. She sat up and took a few calming breaths. She needed to focus. The next few days would be critical and she couldn't lose her head over past hurts, no matter how painful. She had to keep her head. With that, she pushed off her bed and began to go through her books.
She wouldn't be expected to carry much on the pilgrimage so she had to pack carefully. They would only be allowed one pack each for clothing and one additional for food and other supplies. They would have to walk on foot. She would have to leave most of her work behind, and her father's. Someone was bound to find it and figure it out. It would only be a matter of time before her family fell and her mother had her hunted down.
There had to be another way. She slung her bag onto her bed as she had so many times before in the past. She only needed one or two extra sets of clothes. She could wash them every other day as needed. But there still wouldn't be room for everything.
There was a tapping sound, like something hard against glass. She turned her head to the window. A tanned man with dark hair crouched outside her window. He tapped at the glass with a small metal rod and smiled.
“Kieva,” she said. She pulled the window open. “What are you doing? You could be seen. I thought you said you couldn't come into the village?”
“Normally I don't,” he said. “I can, but I choose not to. But there are some things even I can't ignore.”
“What?” she said.
“You're getting married,” he said with a sly grin. “News travels fast in a small town, especially when the news comes from one of the social and political mavens in the city. If it comes from two, well, the news comes on like a sudden storm on a clear day.”
“I'm not getting married,” she said. “I'm just pretending. It's the only way I can get out of here without raising suspicion.”
“Do you really think your mother cares about you once you're out of the way?” he said. “Why go through all the ceremony? Why not just go? It would be less of hassle and it would be easier for us to help you.”
Ellia sighed and turned away from the window. She left it open and Kieva climbed in so silently, she wouldn't have known he was there if she wasn't watching.
“You don't understand our society." she said. "We have rules, expectations we have to meet. I could run. I could leave here and never look back. But my mother would take it personally. You see, I'm valuable to her, whether she wants to admit it or not. If I run, I embarrass her and she loses a useful tool.”
Kieva crossed the room soundlessly and sat on the edge of her desk “So let her be embarrassed. It's the least she did after what she did to your father. I have every belief she'd do the same to you if she felt the need.” He put his hands on her shoulders. He gazed into her eyes with an almost heart-breaking earnestness. “I heard how he died. It was very slow and very painful, a sickness that came on suddenly.”
“I don't want to talk about this,” she said. Tears welled in her eyes. No, she thought, she was done crying She pulled away from him and dropped her gaze to the floor. “If I run, my mother will hunt me down. She would drive me from town to town, on and on until I either returned home or one of us died.”
“Won't she do the same if you leave under false pretenses?” he asked. “It will be just as much embarrassment for her, if not more from what you say.”
“I know,” she said, “but this way she can explain it as bandits or misfortune on the road. I can't do this by myself. I know how dangerous it is on the road.”
“Then let us help you,” said Kieva. He crossed the room to her and placed a finger under her chin, lifting her head until she looked him in the eyes. “We can get you out of here without a word or a sign or as much noise and commotion as you like. We can make it look like you've been kidnapped. We're very organized. Your way and you'll have half a dozen of your mother's people around you at all times. You won't have a moment to get away.”
“There are ways,” she said. “And if I do it this way, my brother gets the position and station he wants, which will make my mother happy. After that, she won't care. Why do you want to help me?”
“I told you,” he said, “your father asked my family to look after you. He was afraid what your mother would do to you if you were left on your own.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head, “it's not just that." She gave him a long look. Something in his face told a different story, she just couldn't put her finger on it. He certainly wasn't telling the whole truth. "I haven't survived this long without being able to read people," she said. "You've made this your personal mission. Why?”
He scratched the back of his head and gave her an awkward smile. His face flushed slightly. “Remember I said that I've read your notes? They're brilliant, beautiful, amazing. Work like that, discoveries like that shouldn't be hidden. They should be shouted to the world for all to know and see." His voice was exuberant. He kept his tone low, but he was excited. Then his face grew hard and he locked his gaze on her. "That can never happen while you're here. I've wanted to speak to you for a long time, to let you know that I'm here. I was waiting for the right moment.”
“So you want to help me because you like my work?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. He still wasn't being entirely truthful.
“Yes,” he said. "Is that so wrong?"
“It's a little strange,” she said. “And somewhat disconcerting. I don't like being watched or followed, but if it really is what my father wanted, I'll accept it for now. I doubt I'll get any more answers from you.”
“So you'll let me help you?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said with a sigh. “To an extent. We'll do things my way.”
“And if your way doesn't work?” he asked. “What then?”
“Then we look at the options,” she said, “and we consider doing things your way.”
Chapter 3
Norene McAllister and Lianna Childen made a great fanfare of their children's departure. Each woman tried to out do the other. Norene had the village decorated with over a thousand roses. Lianna had hired a band from one of the larger towns to play choral music. It escalated from there. Their clothing was expensive. Their hair was elaborate. They both arrived on fine horse drawn carriages.
Joseph and Ellia met each other's gaze and smirked. They both had expected something like this. At this rate, with all the fuss, it would be mid-day before they started their pilgrimage. But they knew it was a small price to pay to get away from their controlling mothers.
The two women had arranged a farewell feast for them. Afterwards they would speak to each of the villagers for guidances and well wishes. Finally, they would meet with the priestesses for a blessing for their journey and pray for a favorable ruling from the Abottess. They were not to speak unless spoken to for the duration to demonstrate servility and obedience to their families. It was going to be a very, very long day.
And Ellia thought it was a waste of time and money. The holy books stated that a pilgrimage must be taken in the spirit of piety and humility. It should not be used as a demonstration of power and status. She heard several of the villagers make similar comments as they walked to the feast.
A clap of thunder crashed across the village. It shook the ground and rumbled through the trees. Everyone turned their heads to the sky and waited for it to end, but it didn't end. The sky was clear, not a cloud in the sky. But still, the thunder rolled on and on, louder and louder.
A dozen horses with riders galloped into view. They rode into the middle of the village, scattering people everywhere. Ellia couldn't move. She could only stare. Bandits never came this far. They stuck to the bigger cities. Small villages like this never had much money or belongings, though with a display like today, it could give the illusion of great wealth and draw them in, but they would have to be nearby already.
Something didn't make sense. There should be no reason for bandits this close to the village. Her mind jumped to Kieva and the other Rovers, but the invaders in the village looked nothing like him or any other Rover she had ever seen. They were pale skinned and tall. Their hair colors ranged from white blond to a deep, greasy brown, not at all like Kieva. They also dressed differently than Kieva. Their clothes were familiar to Ellia. Where Kieva wore mostly wore leather and durable cloth, these men wore silks and fine materials tattered from over use and little care. Most certainly bandits.
One stopped in front of her. The horse kicked its front legs and pawed at the ground, but she didn't move. “You don't belong here,” she said and lifted her chin defiantly.
The man grinned down at her. His teeth were black and mossy. Some of them were missing. “Do you know who you're talking to?” he asked. His voice was rough. He leered at her.
“No,” she said, “and I don't care. You do not belong here and your kind are not welcome. Leave, now.” She didn't move even though his horse continued to stomp and snort just inches in front of her.
Her mother took hold of her arm. “Don't provoke him. Once they get what they want, they will leave.”
“And what,” said Ellia, “if they want more than you are willing to give?” Her eyes never left the bandit. “No, you will leave now.”
The man's smile widened. “And just how do you plan on making me?” He reached down and grabbed her free arm. “Why don't you just come up here and show me?”
His grip was strong, but she so was hers. He might be used to lifting his saddle and small women, but she was used to lifting heavy books and mechanical equipment and stones and rubble. She pulled back. “Mother, don't let go, pull with me.”
Her mother's grip didn't let up. Before the bandit knew it, he was off his horse and on the ground. He pushed up to his feet. “That's going to cost you little girl.” He pointed a finger at her.
Several of the other bandits circled around them. “Mother,” she said, “I think it best you get out of here.”
“Of course,” said Norene. She stammered and stumbled and tried to push her way out of the crowd. Several of the bandits grabbed hold of her. She struggled and fought, knocking several of them back. She was strong, but wasn't use to her opponents fighting back. They quickly subdued her.
“You leave my mother out of this,” said Ellia.
“And why should I?” the head bandit asked. He signaled to his men and two of them took hold of both her arms. He wrapped his hand around her chin and raised her head.
“We have nothing of value here,” she said. “Little money, no gold or gems. We're just farmers.”
“Everyone's got something of value,” the bandit said. He shoved her away, bruising her jaw. “Leave the old woman. Grab as many of the young girls as you can. We'll sell them in Jorta and Nuwalla, maybe even Brea if there are any left.”
The men jeered and laughed and Ellia's stomach turned. Her skin broke out in a sweat and her mouth went dry. The villagers began to scream. Girls shrieked as the bandits fell upon them. Their mothers wailed and tried to free their children. Several of the men were knocked down. A few were murdered on the spot.
“Not so tough now, are you missy?” the bandit asked.
Ellia spat on him. He wiped the spittle from his face and laughed. He motioned to his men again and they bound her feet and hands. They lifted her onto the back of his horse.
He walked around and wrapped his fingers around her chin again. “You, I think I'll keep. I like you. You've got fight in you. So rare to find these days. It will be interesting to see how long you keep it.”
Ellia struggled against the ropes, trying to loosen them, but in vain. They had tied them tightly. She would have to wait until they stopped to try again. Her heart raced and she thought she would be sick. She hoped that Kieva and his people were still close by, but she couldn't rely on that. Not if she wanted to get out of this alive and unsullied.
The bandits began to move. She could see a trail of young girls behind them, tied together like a daisy chain. They cried and wept. They were all young women she knew, women she grew up with. They never liked her much and she never really liked them. They fought often as girls and sneered at each other as adults, each one feeling she was better than the next. All the same, she didn't want them to suffer. Not like this. She would make these bandits pay if a single hair was harmed on any of their heads, especially her own.
~~~~~
Ellia's arms and legs ached. She had lost feeling in her fingers and toes. Her back cramped and her head hurt. Riding on the back end of a horse, regardless of how short or long the distance was not only undignified, it was painful.
They stopped in a large copse of trees several miles away from the village, right as the sun was starting to set. Staring at the ground the whole way, she couldn't see which way they went. The horses bobbed back and forth over the trails and she nearly vomited several times.
One of the men grabbed her around the waist and threw her to the ground. “Easy, easy,” said the bandit leader, “don't break her yet. You'll spoil my fun.”
Ellia rolled onto her back. The area was completely covered by tree branches. They dug into her skin and there was no place to sit that eased her aching muscles. It was already fairly dark from the sunset. It was even darker here. The bandits moved among the shadows, tying up several of the girls from the village. She saw that a few of them were very young, on the very cusp of womanhood. She shuddered. She had never heard of slave trade, but even with his open-mindedness, there were still some things her father hid from her. She was beginning to understand.
It made her angry. He had left her totally unprepared for life away from home. He had to know she wouldn't have stayed. Eventually, she would have left. Why didn't he tell her? Why didn't he show her?
The lead bandit stood over her, a wicked smile on his face. She pushed herself into a sitting position and propped herself up on a tree. She tensed her legs, ready to fight.
He laughed. “You know it's comin', don't you? I'll let you sweat it out. It'll come, don't worry. It'll come when you've let your guard down and you've forgotten about me.”
“I don't think that's very likely,” she said. She was surprised how steady and even her voice sounded. “Lay a hand on me and you'll regret it.”
“Oh I hope you'll try,” he said. “I always enjoy a good fight. Now here, something to remind you of me.” He pulled out a long hunting knife.
“I thought you wanted me to forget about you,” she said. Her voice started to tremble. His smile widened. She could have kicked herself for letting him see weakness. She didn't even give her mother that much, though, admittedly, Norene had never used a knife on her, but she had gotten close a few times.
“There's forgetting, and there's forgetting,” he said. “I want you to forget that I'm a threat, but I don't want you to forget how much I care.”
He raised the knife. It glinted in the light of the fire his men were building. He pressed the blade against her right shoulder. It was cold against her skin. He pressed harder and drug it along her flesh. She turned her head away and gritted her teeth against the pain. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction.
He laughed again. “Good. Wouldn't want you to break that easily. I was worried there for a minute. I'm gonna enjoy this.” He wiped the few drops of blood off on her skirts and sheathed his knife. He chuckled and walked off to his men and the other girls. Someone burst into laughter as he approached.
Ellia tucked her legs underneath her. She should have kicked him, fought him off. The cut wasn't deep but it stung and blood dripped down her shoulder onto her clothes. The air started to grow cold. This would not be a good night.
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