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Briana stared at the ceiling and considered the sordid hand fate had dealt her. Since the start of her thirteenth year her father, The MacTeague, had been parading her before his colleagues and visitors the way one showed a prized brood mare.
The smarmy smiles were bad enough, but the way these men looked her over was unsettling. Their eyes raked over her face, studying her high cheekbones and brown shoulder length hair. Some of them stared at her lips for so long she was surprised they didn't pry her mouth open to check her teeth. Worse still was the way they pawed at her whenever her father's musicians played. When any man had her on the dance floor, he took liberties to size her waist under the pretense of guiding her. They all pulled her close, smiling while pressing against her, testing the size of her breasts or hoping to impress her with their power.
She could probably have borne it with good graces if the rest of her life hadn't changed as well. Her lessons had ceased because "no man wanted a bride smarter than himself." More frustrating still was the loss of any hope of relief on horseback. When MacTeague sold her pony, he would only say that riding before marriage would "ruin" her.
Briana's musings were interrupted by a scratching and tapping at her window. It was the only privilege still afforded her, to live on the ground floor where her window faced the forest. Her father had conceded only because of the deep river between his property and the tree line. It surprised her to hear any creature at her window, willing to face her father's wrath.
She crept out of bed, slipped on her robe, and padded across the stone floor to her window. The night air was still brisk, though the days were longer and the fields turning various shades of green, so the shutters were latched tight behind a green and gold tapestry. Rather than haul the heavy cloth open, she slipped behind it and tugged on the metal clasp. It didn't give. She was about to give up when she heard the strange scraping again. She pulled at the latch once more, and this time it came free. It required more effort to move the three-inch thick oak, but at last the moonlight spilled onto the sill. Briana peered out into an evening sky much brighter than the dim fire lit room in which she stood.
Something out there had gotten her attention, but there was only grass as far as the river, and more grass to the forest beyond. She turned away, disappointed, only to be startled by a sudden gust of cool air on her face and the flapping of wings. Landing on the sill, its red feathers gleaming in the moonlight and cocking its head from side to side in order to study her, was a young hawk. No older than a year, its legs were free of jesses and its neck feathers were unruffled by any hood.
Briana was mesmerized. She reached out, almost involuntarily, to stroke the tiny head. To her surprise, the hawk leaned into the caress, and then fluttered away to a tie ring four feet away from her window. The sixteen year old was disappointed, but stood as if transfixed by the predator’s gaze. The bird flew back to the sill and waited. When the girl reached out, it again leaned into the caress then flew back to the ring and looked back at her, almost expectantly.
The practical daughter of The MacTeague knew this was just a bird whose brain was too small for this type of reasoning. Yet, after a short wait, the dance began again.
This time Briana startled herself with the sound of her own voice. "Please, just a moment. I cannot go out like this." She ducked back into her room and looked about wildly for something more suitable to wear. The scratching began again, so she hurried to the chest. She stripped off the sleeping shift and pulled on the trousers she used to wear when she worked her pony. A full-length cape covered an undershirt and a thick plaid long sleeve shirt. Leather gloves and deerskin boots completed the outfit that would keep her warm on this early spring night.
Without a thought for her safety or her father's anger, Briana crawled under the drape, over the sill, and out the window. Her ice blue eyes quickly adjusted to the bright moonlit night. Remembering herself, she breathed a prayer to whatever god or goddess may be listening that no one saw her out and about. She moved toward the tie post where her hawk had landed, twisting her waist-long brown hair around her hand and finally into a knot at the base of her neck. If she happened across a leather thong or a saddle tie it would hold better, but for know she had no patience to return to her room and do her hair up properly.
The hawk fluttered into the air again as soon as she drew near, this time not allowing her to touch it. It soared across the grass and toward the forest, alighting on a rock in the distance. Only the moonlight flickering in the hawk's yellow eyes confirmed for her it was there, waiting. She broke into a run and followed.
As she neared the hawk and the boulder, the roar of the river replaced the sound of her own gasping breath. Her winged guide took once again to the air, this time flying to her right, along the riverbank. Briana looked back, just the once, to see if anyone had noticed her own flight. She heard no distant sound of alarm and saw no flickering of torches. The guards must still be in their barracks or watching the other side of the keep.
Briana looked again to see the hawk flying back and forth, first to her then along the banks, as if impatient for her to follow. With a deep breath, certain that this folly might be the end of her, she did exactly that. She slowed her pace to a jog so she would be less winded and kept her eyes on the hawk, trusting it to come back for her if should she get too far behind. By the time the lights of the keep had dimmed in the distance, the roar of the river had also subsided. It was less rapids and more of a stream now, with occasional pools of calm water.
The hawk landed again and looked back at her, then it swiveled its head toward the river. As Briana approached, she felt her breath catch in her throat. The hawk was sitting upon a small raft, floating in the calm beside a rope that stretched across the river. She had never heard of her father having any traders work the river or the forest. Part of her knew she should go back and warn him, but as soon as he'd seen her to the raft, the messenger hawk had taken wing across the river, landing on a branch on the far side. Chewing her lip nervously, Briana stepped onto the raft, took hold of the rope and pulled herself across. She couldn't think of any way to send it back and knew it would be a sure sign of the direction she was headed, but already her guide had slipped into the forest and was once again impatiently herding her through the trees.
The moon was well down and the morning star not yet rising when Briana finally found herself stepping from the forest and into a bedraggled clearing. The forest had grown up against one wall of a small cabin, pressing through the remnants of a grease-papered window. Berry bushes had grown over the pathway to a door that now hung limply on one hinge. Weary from her overnight travels, the girl pushed her way through the bushes. Thorns snagged her trousers and cloak, but she finally made her way into the small shelter.
She stumbled through the dark and found a pile of dead leaves that no doubt blew into the room during the last autumn storm. Briana sagged down onto the pile. No feather bed ever felt so good.
After all, now she was free.
~~~
Mellara sat dry eyed as the ceremony pressed on. She smiled every so often at a remembrance, at a witty saying, at a consoling touch. She knew what they were trying to do. She had done it herself many times over the forty years she'd been alive. But sometimes there were no words to be said. Sometimes the silence said it all. And now there would be silence. There would be no more morning chats as the sun broke through the window. There would be no more long strolls through the nearby forest. There would be no more laughter as one of them tripped over some unseen obstacle.
Her niece tried to console her, putting an arm around her or touching her hand. It wasn't the same. Nothing would ever be the same.
When the week long service was finally complete, when she was alone and the eyes of a nation were away from her, maybe then she would weep. But she doubted it. Her weeping had been done for ten months now, ever since that last unseen obstacle had erased the memory and mind of her beloved. She cast a long lonely look out to the pasture and the foal dropped from his dam only six months ago.
"He's gone."
{I know it.}
Mellara laid her head upon the soft mane, just inches shy of her own head's height. "I miss him."
{I know that too.}
Mellara had to laugh. It was so like him, this foal her beloved had dreamed of. It seemed almost unfair that he never saw the fruition of his search. "Is there anything you do not know?"
The Colt turned his head to one side and pulled gently away from her, his deep brown eyes misty in contemplation. {I do not know how to answer that question.}
"Of course you do not." The bereaved woman smiled, perhaps the first real smile in over a week. "It was an unfair question."
The Colt shook his head, his mane barely long enough to fall in black sweeps over his palomino neck. {If I knew what I did not know, I could learn it.}
Mellara nodded. Of course he would think that. There was nothing this Colt believed was impossible. He had been bred for just such arrogance. How else could he help the nation recover from its loss?
"Are you ready?"
The Colt threw his head up and arched his neck proudly. {I am ready. It is what I was born for.}
The high priestess nodded and looked back toward the gathering crowd. "They will be waiting." Without another thought or word, the Colt moved toward the gate, looking back pointedly when she did not move alongside him.
Mellara swallowed hard and met his gaze. "Surely you cannot expect me..."
{Who else?}
Mellara felt her eyes well with tears. "I can't." She whispered the protest. His eyes were so like her beloved's eyes, she had to look away. "Please."
{He would have wanted you to help me. Just as he would have wanted me to honor you.} The Colt was so certain.
The first tear dropped from her eye and traced its path down her cheek. "I don't need any honors. It was honor enough to serve him."
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