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Part 1

Leon








-Prologue-

 

 


           
What would the people have done had they known they were living in
their country’s golden age? Who could have known that it was their
golden age? Back when they were still called rebels, before they
had control over their country. Back when they had a king
who commanded with wisdom and vigor. Back when mothers gave their
virgin children to the war, boys to die on foreign soil and girls
to take the custom of returning soldiers.


           
 Those were our golden years.


           
They ended abruptly in 1307 when the body of the High Princess of
Sqourtovs was discovered in a Na’Reihan forest. She had been
missing for three weeks. Na’Reihan rebels were blamed for the
assassination, and despite denying the murder ardently, the war
shifted. No longer was it a war of Na’Reihan independence, now it
was a mission of vengeance. Na’Reihans fought Sqourtovian troops on
their own soil, poured out their blood for their country, in their
country.


           
1307 held another event in it’s summer, one that might have been
just as important as the slaying of Sqourtovs’ royal daughter, but
had such a commonplace face that no one paid it any heed.


           
A wedding.


           
My mother’s wedding.


           
Or, the woman I would come to call mother.


           
A thirteen year old bride, standing flushed and trembling, adorned
in the dress and slippers of her elder sister.


            Marrying
the same man.

 


           
The power of politics.








Chapter 1
The Viewing


1306

 


           
She had been beautiful. She was still beautiful, this sad
figure, but in a different way. Her cheeks were painted with a pink
blush that just missed the shade of her living skin. Her eyes were
sunken, the makeup couldn’t disguise that, and no matter how
skilled an artist, they could never make it look like her eyes
could open again. Not that it would have mattered, those eyes had
been sightless even in life. They had never beheld the beauty of
the body to which they belonged, and they never would.


           
The room was silent, the wind carrying the breathing of the
occupants with it. All eyes were trained on the table in the middle
of the room with the blonde girl laid out upon it. Riu’s eyes broke
from her sister’s body and scanned the other faces. Her mother was
to her immediate left, face like stone. Her father stared straight
ahead, past Amie’s body and at the wall beyond. Next to him… next
to him… sat that man.


           
Leon Vipzy, Advisor to His Majesty, and Amie’s widower. It was hard
to believe, looking at his mournful face, that two days ago they
were all attending the wedding. The last time Riu saw her sister
alive, she was boarding the coach intending to take the newlyweds
to they honeymoon cottage in the forest. Less than three hours
later Leon stumbled into town, cradling Amie, covered in blood.


           
Everyone thought they had truly been in love. Theirs had been an
arranged marriage, but to see them together was to gaze upon the
epitome of affection. The typically stoic Leon was practically
giddy with joy and held feasts at his home every night in
celebration. Amie rarely had another name on her lips, and a blush
would write itself across her visage whenever the topic of love or
children would rise.


           
He was suspect, of course. To hear some tell the tale, he had
practically stabbed her in the temple immediately following their
ceremony. Leon said nothing to quell these rumors, which made him
even more suspect. Despite all, Riu’s family, namely her father,
found it more beneficial to allow Leon his privacy in the matter.
He couldn’t very well afford to ostracize him at any rate, simply
from a political standpoint. Leon was an Advisor to His Majesty the
King. Riu’s father was Fairfax Hanaré, High Judge of the Second
Royal City of Na’Reih. Neither could afford to antagonize the
other.


           
This was the only reason Riu suffered Leon’s presence in relative
silence. She considered herself very tolerant, therefore. The
Viewing Week of one recently deceased was a very important, sacred
ritual. If not exercised properly, the spirit of the departed could
be interrupted in it’s passing and cling onto one of the
still-living souls participating in the ceremony. It was very
important to sit in silence, keeping one’s body still, offering
prayers of peace to help the spirit remove itself without worry. If
the departing spirit could see their loved ones at peace, they
could leave happily and without regret.


           
This is why Riu and her mother Anne stared at Fairfax in horror as
he stood, unannounced, and brushed off his legs. Ignoring his
scandalized wife and daughter, Fairfax turned to Leon.


           
“Join me outside?”


           
Leon glanced at Amie’s body, his features unreadable, then toward
Anne and Riu. When they made no movement, he nodded once. Standing
in one fluid motion, he put a reassuring hand on Anne’s shoulder as
he passed. He did the same to Riu.


           
It was as if he had burned her.

 


           
If seen from the air, the Second Royal City of Na’Reih would have
looked significantly like a hunter’s target. A large, ornate
fountain made the bulls-eye, the artistic glory of the Second Royal
City. From this, four large roads ran in the four main directions
of a compass rose, north, south, east, and west. Streets were built
in rings of steadily larger size, emanating from the fountain like
ripples in a pond, creating a wide, circular city.


           
The inhabitants of the rings went in order of their importance. The
first and second rings were made up of buildings of public service;
the courthouse, the temple, and a public bath for example. The
third ring contained the homes of The Second Royal City’s most
important people. All the homes were identical three-story brick
buildings. Those in the Southeast and Southwest sections had been
split in half internally, allowing for two families to live in
them, while those in the Northeast and Northwest were left
whole.


           
Fairfax Hanaré, High Judge of the Second Royal City, lived in the
Southeastern section. The back of the courthouse faced his front
door, a fitting placement, really, and Leon distracted himself by
studying the building’s columns and archways while Fairfax led him
down the front steps and into the narrow alleyway between his house
and the one next door. Fairfax took a deep, steadying breath, and
then began.


           
“I am an ambitious man, Vipzy.”


           
“I have always known, Hanaré.”


           
Fairfax watched Leon, a frown crossing his mouth as their eyes met.
Truth be told, the inconsequential title of ‘father-in-law’ was the
only point of ‘superiority’ he had over this man. Leon was older,
politically superior, financially secure, and more intelligent.
Fairfax knew he could never intimidate Leon, but that wouldn’t stop
him from trying.


           
“I am not an… unfeeling man,” He paused a moment, “so I
want you to pay close attention to what I am about to say.”


           
“Is this an appropriate time?” Leon asked impatiently, crossing his
arms.


           
“It is the only time.”


           
“Say it then and let us return.”


           
“This has been an impractical death, has it not?” Fairfax began his
voice like butter. Leon’s brow darkened, his lip twitching,
resisting a disgusted sneer.


           
“Impractical?” He demanded.


           
“Sad! Tragic! Personally, of course!” Fairfax backtracked, holding
his hands in front of him, “But in the larger scheme of
things—“


           
“This needs not happen now,” Leon said brusquely, “You may speak of
this again in three days, not sooner.”


           
“Think practically!” Fairfax begged, grasping the older
man’s jacket. Leon turned on him, eyes blazing under dark
brows.


           
“Stuff your practicality, Hanaré. Your daughter lies dead!
Have you so little respect for the deceased, for your
family?”


           
“I do think of my family, as you well should know!”


           
“I foresee this request, Hanaré, and it is absurd. She is a mere
child. Twelve years old! Can she even bleed?”


           
“She is twelve only by the Everyman, thirteen by all rights, and my
wife assures me she feels the pain of womanhood approaching.
Trifles, Vipzy! Trifles! Consummation need not happen at the
beginning of a marriage! Would you not rather have a claim on her
early? Perhaps her beauty will rival Amie’s!”


           
Leon stared at Fairfax for a long while, taking him in as he
realized he had never done before. Fairfax was a thin man and just
a nose shorter than himself. A long face and wide mouth gave him a
look of perpetual sadness, though Leon was now assured there could
be nothing but greed behind Fairfax’s small, squinted eyes.


           
“No.” He said firmly, pushing Fairfax from himself, “I will not
entertain this request. We must return to the vigil.”


           
“Be reasonable!” Fairfax pleaded, “We are both intelligent
businessmen! I know where your loyalties lie! Don’t you think this
farce has gone on long enough?”


           
“Farce?” Leon demanded, turning on Fairfax. Though only a few
inches taller, Leon was broader of shoulder than Fairfax Hanaré.
This made it easy for him to tower over the man, his shadow
stretching over the small frame of the cowering High Judge, “What
are you implying, Hanaré?”


           
Not a question.


           
A dare.


           
“L-Leon… be r-reasonable—“


           
Leon pulled Fairfax Hanaré up by his jacket, slamming him into the
brick wall. Fairfax’s head struck the brick hard. Leon pressed into
him, pinning Fairfax to the wall by his shoulders.


           
“I. Did. Not. Kill. Her.” Leon hissed. Fairfax opened his mouth,
but said nothing. Leon could see fear in Fairfax’s eyes. This was
good. He was content enough to have him as a father-in-law when
married to Amie, but would not suffer him and his greed any
longer.


           
He dropped Fairfax forcefully, watching as his legs buckled
underneath him and sent the pitiful man face-first into the road
dust. After a moment, Fairfax pulled himself to his knees.


           
“Have you truly succumbed to grief?” Fairfax asked, trying to
return to a businesslike tone, “Emotions are a woman’s game.”


           
“You wouldn’t know, Hanaré,” Leon began, stepping back from
Fairfax’s outstretched hand, “I doubt you are capable of emotion.
Love cannot be thrown away as easily as the life of a guilty
criminal. I loved your daughter, more deeply than can be expressed
in words, and will not continue to dishonor her. We will return to
the vigil, and you are not to speak of these matters again until
your eldest has completely departed from this
world.”        


           
“You will at least consider the proposal, then?” Fairfax asked.
Leon sighed in exasperation.


           
“I will endure your company because I know you will be
relentless.”


           
Fairfax brushed the dust off his clothes and began to respond, but
quickly realized Leon had already gone back inside.

 


           
Leon was furious. Riu could read it in his face, could almost feel
the pressure of his clenched fists as his fingers pressed
mercilessly into his palms. He was tense as he walked into the
room, but seemed to relax as he stepped lightly around Amie to take
his place next to Fairfax’s empty seat. A moment later, Fairfax
entered.


           
She had not been able to hear their words, but she had heard Leon’s
tone as he spoke with her father in the alley. Obviously, their
conversation had not gone quite the way Fairfax had planned.
Despite his efforts, his dark mourning clothes were streaked with
dust and a visible lump was forming on the back of his head,
pushing through his thinning blond hair.


           
Fairfax offered nothing of an explanation, simply seating himself
between Anne and Leon in silence. Riu stole a few more glances at
her father, unsure of what she was seeing. Was his expression one
of… triumph? His face turned up slightly, the corner of his mouth
raised in a self-satisfied smirk, gazing through the Viewing Table
as if looking at stones in a pond.

 


           
The priest arrived early Friday morning to wrap Amie’s body,
signaling the end of the Viewing Week. Riu’s mother took her leave,
retreating to the upstairs bedroom. Fairfax left almost immediately
as well, quoting work as an excuse as he stepped outside. Leon and
Riu stayed, watching as the priest wrapped Amie’s body in a white
cloth and poured oils over it. It was a ritual to seal the body
against the return of the spirit. For the first time, it really
sunk in that Amie was dead.


           
When the body was gone, Leon departed without a word. Riu watched
him as he left, his heavy boots clumping on the hardwood floor.
When he was gone, she walked over to the couch and collapsed on it,
feeling lightheaded. It was like a stopper had been pulled. For the
first time since learning of her sister’s death, Riu allowed
herself to cry.

 


           
Fairfax returned late that evening. He noted with some annoyance
that Riu had fallen asleep on the couch, but did not move her. He
went directly upstairs and into the bedroom. Anne was sitting up on
the bed, her back to Fairfax. She was dressed in her nightgown and
her hair hung limply around her face. In her hands, she clung to a
blanket that had been Amie’s as an infant.


           
“She’s gone, Fairfax.” She said, her voice barely above a whisper,
“Our daughter is dead.”


           
“Yes.” Fairfax said, unbuckling his belt, “Amie is gone.”


           
“You mustn’t do this,” Anne said, turning her head to face him.
Fairfax sighed through his nose, meeting his wife’s gaze.


           
“You know how important this is,
Anne.”      


           
“You can’t be this heartless. You can’t throw away our last
daughter!”


           
“You may yet get your way, he is reluctant.” Fairfax said.


           
“Reluctant,” Anne scoffed, “is that the word? He wasn’t
reluctant to take Amie from us; he wasn’t
reluctant when he decided to kill her!”


           
“Get a hold of yourself.” Fairfax said with a sneer, “Leon is many
things, but I doubt very much he is a murderer. Don’t forget, dear
wife, I have some experience identifying murderers.”


           
“You can’t identify anything; those stars in your eyes are blinding
you.”


           
“Foolish woman! Can you not see the benefit here? This isn’t simply
for my gain- Riu would be taken care of for the rest of her life.
Even if Leon’s position in the palace were compromised, he has
enough resources to live comfortably for the rest of his life.”


           
“Do not pretend you are doing this for Riu’s benefit.” Anne said,
folding Amie’s baby blanket and laying it carefully in her
wardrobe. Fairfax shook his head in exasperation.


           
“You simply cannot see the larger picture, Anne. Leave this matter
to me.”


           
“Do what you will, Fairfax.” Anne said. She laid down, blowing out
the candle that was lit on the table beside her, “You always
do.”


           
“You will see,” Fairfax assured her, “You will see, it will all
work out in the end.”
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