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Book One: Men of Earth

 

 

510 A.D. — The Twelfth Age of the Glastenning Sisterhood

 

 

Chapter One

 

Avalon

 

This morning has dragged on for long enough
, Rhys thought as he took one last shot at the target board. The arrow hit the center with a loud thwack and wobbled for a moment. Still standing in the stirrups, he swung the bow onto his back and picked up Broderick’s reins. He tugged lightly and the horse began to slow. Rhys settled back into the saddle and took him around in circles until he had cooled off and then he reined the horse in to a stop.

“He is in excellent shape, sir,” Erasmus called from the edge of the practice ring.

Rhys nodded his response and vaulted easily from the horse’s back. He handed the reins to Celyn, the pageboy, and walked toward Erasmus, removing his riding gloves and shoving them into his pocket as he went. An armory steward ran up to take the bow and quiver from his back.

“What do you have planned for the rest of my day, Erasmus?” Rhys asked.

“Quite uncharacteristically, sir, there is nothing assigned to you by the Lady Morgana.”

A broad smile spread across Rhys’ face. He was not a lazy boy but he knew how to show appreciation for a rest.

“My Lady Aunt must be too busy with the celebration plans to be concerned with her lowly ward’s education today.”

He feigned a look of disappointment, then burst out laughing. Erasmus smiled at the jovial eruption. It was nice to see Rhys happy; he rarely seemed to be so these days.

“I shall row to the moors today then,” he announced. “Would you like to come? Maybe we could find some mushrooms or do some hunting; the forest pigs are abundant this summer.”

“Thank you for the offer Sir Rhys, but I must decline. You go and enjoy your time away; I shall see you before dinner. Please do not be late.”

Rhys smiled, but promised nothing. Exmoor Forest was calling him already as he turned toward the castle waterway. He anticipated the exhilarating row across the channel.

With the boat tied securely to a tree, Rhys immediately took to his usual path into the forest, softly whistling a tune. He loved it here, it was so green and everything exuberated a feeling of being superfluous, a sort of overdone-ness that bristled his senses. It didn’t take long for him to arrive at his favorite tree. It was a huge oak so old it may have been planted by God at the beginning of time. He settled into the grass beneath the tree and closed his eyes and continued whistling his song.

 

Eon

 

“Pendrake, what are you going on about? I just want to read the books, not start a bonfire with them,” Naida shouted.

“I would beg you to keep your voice down, young mistress. There are others in this library who would like to continue studying,” he replied.

“I would like to study as well, sir, but you refuse to give the instruction I desire and moreover, you refuse to explain why that is so.”

Naida’s cheeks were burning red with rage. She only wanted to get back to the research she was doing before nosey Pendrake came in and disturbed her concentration.

“You are forbidden to read the Incantus Referus and that is by order of the queen. Speak to her if you are discontent about it. Good day, Naida
-inya
!”

Pendrake turned his back on Naida to walk away but as quick as a bolt, she grabbed the book and said, “Away!”

Immediately, she disappeared from the library, leaving Pendrake shaking his head in despair.

Naida went directly to Earth; no one would follow her there, least of all to Exmoor Forest, where she walked through the glen at the Everlasting Pool. She felt so at ease here. It was always so quiet, one of the most magical places in the ancient forest. No one, not man or fae, ever seemed to come here. Soon she arrived at her favorite tree, a primeval oak that was so huge it would take eight fully grown men holding hands to circumvent its trunk. She whisked up to the middle and perched in the crook of the strongest tree branch, laying the stolen Incantus open across her lap. She began rooting through the book to find the chapter about muses. She read for hours and found nothing helpful.

“I may never find a way around this,” she sighed. “Why should we be forced to live like ghosts in Earth’s plain?”

Although being told repeatedly by the other faeries, as well as every scholar she had ever met, that there was no way to be seen by or communicate with humans, Naida had eventually found the right book that held the right spell and she had taught herself to cast her image onto the surface of water. She had used it to befriend a little human girl once; but the girl had grown up and stopped believing in her faery friend. The spell had been in the Tales of Melusin, an ancestral myth from France. As terribly cryptic as it was, she had managed to solve the puzzles put forward in the story and this was why she was so sure the answer to ending her days as an apparition on Earth was somewhere in the Merlinian Library. As far as she cared, she had a lifetime to find it and she would.

Sounds below her on the forest floor broke her thoughts. She closed the book and set it aside. Carefully, she swung her legs over the side of the branch and peered down through the leaves. At first, she saw nothing, but the distinct sound of whistling came to her again. Someone below her was whistling a bright tune and the sound was no longer moving. She heard a thud followed by a soft sigh and then more whistling. Curious, Naida started to descend from the oak tree slowly. Before she came to the bottom branches, she caught sight of someone lying in the thick grass under the oak. She sat and watched the figure for a while, wondering what it was. She admired the shape of his face as he lay back with his hands behind his head and watched as he plucked a blade of grass and put it in his mouth swishing it from side to side. She giggled. He was beautiful. Naida leaned further forward to get a better view, but then she lost her hold on the branch and fell to the ground. She landed right beside him and dashed quickly toward the pond and jumped in.

 

Earth

 

Rhys jumped to his feet as a rustling in the branches above him ended in a soft thud behind the tree. He looked around wildly, but saw no one, nothing. He was about to sit down in the grass again when he heard a splash a short distance into the forest.

I must be losing my mind
, he thought to himself. Just then a bubbly giggle came from the direction of the splash. He walked toward the sounds and heard the rushing of water. “There must be a river up ahead. Maybe someone is swimming there.” Rhys walked until the path disappeared. Weeping willows with branches hanging low to the ground formed a barrier in his way. Rhys carefully pushed through the greenery and found a sprawling clearing before him. The glen was almost a perfect circle butting up against a steep hillside. In the center of it was a clear pond. The water rushing into the pond was coming out of the hillside behind it through a large crevasse. The water had carved little steps in the rocks where it fell and then overflowed to the next. Rhys looked around, but he found no one in or around the little pond. He shrugged his shoulders; he must really have been dreaming. He picked up a stick and lay down at the water’s edge dipping the stick into the water and drawing little ripples on the surface. He paused what he was doing and allowed the water to settle to its glassy smoothness again. Looking at his reflection, Rhys sighed.

He peered at his face in the water and thought of the legend of Narcissus, wondering if he suffered from such vanity. His hand cupped his smooth chin, feeling as he searched for a much anticipated sign of the sprouting of a beard. Of course his face was remarkably smooth. He continued to look at the oval shape of his face, childishly framed with ringlets of raven hair. His vivid green eyes were hooded and gave his face a mysterious look that would complement the chiseled jaw he would develop later in life. A straight nose and full mouth completed the picture. He sighed again. Then he heard a rustling at the water’s edge.

He jumped to his feet and backed away from the pond but then he stopped and slowly walked back to the edge and peered in. All he saw was his own reflection. He laughed, throwing his head back. He felt like such a fool.

“I should probably get started looking for some mushrooms and herbs for Amarelle anyway,” he said to himself.

As he stood to leave, he caught sight of something moving behind the small waterfall. He squinted against the sun’s reflection on the water and for a split second thought he saw someone watching him.

A girl, he thought.

He looked closer, but saw only shadows flickering against the falling sheets of water.

“My mind must be playing tricks on me,” he decided, then turned and left the glen.

A few moments later, Naida emerged from a shallow cave behind the cascading water.

“He saw me, but how?” she wondered.

Naida didn’t wait for anything else untoward to happen; she was petrified at the thought of being seen on Earth. Everything she knew about being a fairy stated that it was not supposed to be possible. She grabbed the book and disappeared.

Rhys spent an hour in the forest searching for fallen logs and gathering the hen-of-the-woods mushrooms that grew on them. They were rare, but he had a good understanding of their habitat, which translated into a flair for finding them. He had twelve very large ones in his pack already, so he proudly turned around and went back to his boat. Throughout his quiet row across the channel, he could not stop thinking about the glen and the faint image of the girl he thought he saw behind the falls. The more he thought about it, the more the details stood out in his mind, things he had initially missed. A whisper of a lilac dress, golden hair and unearthly violet eyes.

“I knew it!” he exclaimed.

His reverie ended as a shout came from the castle’s ornate barbican asking him to identify himself.

“It’s Rhys, Ywain. Who else has left Avalon all week but me?” he scoffed.

Ywain laughed and retorted, “That is very true but it is my job to ask, young master.”

“Ah! So it is good, Ywain, so it is!”

 

Avalon

 

Rhys tied the boat up on a peg inside the waterway and hopped over a ledge up to the street level. As he walked toward the castle, the perfume of fruits wafted over the city from the house gardens and castle orchards alike. It was heady and accompanied by the incessant buzzing of bees. Soon he arrived at the kitchen orchard and walked through the herb and vegetable gardens toward the kitchen entrance to the castle. His stomach was rumbling; he had missed his lunch. He stopped at the kitchen door and looked around the room to find the cook. Amarelle was generously basting a roasting bird in a shallow pan on the stove. He stepped in and emptied the contents of his pack on the table.

“Rhys, what’s all this?” Amarelle, the huge head cook asked.

“Some mushrooms for your pantry, ma’am. Is there anything left from lunch, I am so hungry,” he said, flashing his handsomest smile at her.

He knew as well as anyone that Amarelle’s weakness was a hungry man in need of good food.

“Alright, even though I know you’ll spoil your supper. I’ve got some slices of mutton in broth and some bread,” she relented.

“That sounds fantastic; is there any ale?”

“A little, but only for you. Are you serving at supper tonight?” she asked.

“No, thank the gods. I am waiting at my aunt’s table during the Apple Festival, so I have been excused from service for the next few days,” he replied.

“Well, that’s good for you. You’re the right man for the job, Rhys.”

His mouth was too full of mutton to respond but he smiled his answer back at her. She reminded him of his grandmother, Irelli, back home in Worwick’s Shire. She was just as plump and just as jolly. In fact, it was some of Irelli’s kitchen keeping tricks that Rhys had shared with Amarelle that had endeared her to him so much. He had shown her how to turn the vegetable peelings from the kitchen and other such refuse into proper fertilizer for the herb garden after he had overheard her complaining to Glaber, the gardener, that the animal manure was too harsh for the delicate herbs. He also showed her how to mull wine. Which Amarelle did with whatever wine was left in the barrel after it was opened and would otherwise go sour. A blend of citrus peel, honey and spices made the wine taste fruity and preserved it for months more. It pleased Amarelle even more to find out that Morgana and her sisters enjoyed the mulled wine very much, especially when it was served warm at night after supper, declaring what a wonder it did for their digestion.

Morgana also insisted that only mulled wine be served during the Samhain festivals from then on. This had since turned Amarelle, or Amy, as everyone in the kitchens called her, into somewhat of a household celebrity. She loved Rhys for that. He stood up from the table and went over to the bucket to take a drink of water.

“No, no, no!” shouted Amy. “I have a new draft of ale for you to try.”

“How delightful.” He laughed and put out his hand to take the cup she offered. He sipped and swished the liquid over his tongue repeatedly, rolling his eyes the whole time. Amy giggled at his theatrics.
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