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The Roses of the Slaves

The air stank of roses. Red, yellow, white, that streaked variety with cream at the tips and bloody scarlet at the core; sickening, all of them. Garnett kept one hand over his mouth as the others sniffed the air in delight. Even Xun had pulled down her scarf so that she could smell the roses more easily.

He was tempted to ask to wear her scarf so that he didn't have to smell them.

Nothing good came from roses, especially not these roses. He shouldn't have come. Not here. Not back 'home'. Honestly, he wouldn't have but that would have meant admitting that this was where he came from originally and that was something Garnett absolutely wouldn't do.

Roses lined the streets, in pots and tiny plots of land, tucked between street and foundation. They grew in every alley, along every flat rooftop. The road leading into town had been bracketed by fields filled with roses. The smell of them was so thick in the air that it made Garnett lightheaded. Disgusting damned things.

"You allergic?" Xun asked as they slowly walked from the inn they'd chosen towards the center of town where the scent was thickest. "Your eyes are really red, Garnett."

"I hate roses," Garnett snarled, his voice muffled by his firm grip over his nose and mouth. "They stink like death."

Xun raised an eyebrow but didn't comment as she passed over one of her scarfs. One of the ones spelled to filter the air you breathed and keep you from being poisoned. Garnett snatched it out of her hands and tied it around his face with relief.

The first gulp of air afterwards was salvation, freedom, ultimate release. He sighed and nodded his thanks to Xun who patted his elbow fondly. Garnett was too thankful for the escape from the smell to snap at her for touching.

"Such lovely colors," Keanu enthused as he stared at the rosebushes that lined the street. "I never realized that so many colors of roses existed. It's quite amazing. How do they get them to grow so large?"

"Death," Garnett said and then raised an eyebrow when Keanu stared at him appalled. Prince Cyrille shook his head and Akuchi sighed until Xun nodded her agreement.

"They bury dead fish and bones underneath the root balls," Xun said. "Probably spelled. These are bigger and far more colorful than any roses I've ever seen. But we only have wild roses back home, not these."

She gestured at a particularly brilliantly red rose the size of her head. It was a brighter version of the same blood-red stains on Xun's skin, in very literal ways, but apparently Xun didn't realize that. Didn't see it. No reason why she would have. Garnett certainly wasn't going to say more than he already had.

The people of Aihara were emerging from the temple at the center of town, smiling, chattering, laughing as they chased their hoards of children in front of them. All of them with straight black hair, golden skin and wide hips designed for bearing as many children as possible before their bodies gave out.

The slaves of the roses, the people of Aihara, every single one of them living solely to feed the roses and breed more followers for their Goddess Gyanyu.

Garnett's former god.

The one that he'd fled just as much as he'd fled his family all those years ago.

Even with the scarf covering his nose and mouth, Garnett nearly gagged to see all those pendulous breasts, heavy upper arms and bulging bellies full of babies destined to be nothing more than breeders of more babies. Damn it, he shouldn't have come back here, not even for the High King's order.

Children shouted and screamed as they ran past their group. Four girls for every boy. Why have more boys than you needed? They just fought and argued instead of tending the roses and singing Gyanyu's praises.

"Why is your face covered?"

Garnett started, staring down into the eyes of a little girl who might as well be his offspring, him when he was that age. She had the same bright blue eyes, the same golden skin and round face that he'd had. He shuddered and backed off a step, running smack into Xun's hand at the center of his back. It felt like hitting a solid granite wall.

"He's allergic to the rose pollen," Xun said far more gently than Garnett would have if he'd been able to speak around the moon-sized lump in his throat. "He can't breathe it or he'll get very sick. We're looking for your leader, Kamala Cheshire. Do you know where she is?"

The little girl looked at Garnett, hands clasped in front of her chest as if it was a tragedy he couldn't breathe the stench of roses every day. "She's in the temple with the Mothers. Did he come to get healed? I bet the Mothers could heal him."

"No," Garnett snarled, shaking despite Xun's hand on his back. "I didn't. Go away!"

Keanu huffed at Garnett, clapping his hands and making a wave of sparkles that cascaded away from him in a little mock dust devil that made all the kids laugh as they chased it up the street.

Away from Garnett, thank every other deity besides Gyanyu.

Keanu blinked as the prayer hit him, then frowned as if he'd only just realized how disturbed Garnett was by being in Aihara. As soon as he realized it, Prince Cyrille stared at him closely. So did Akuchi who hummed and then nodded towards the temple, its roof shaped like an unopened rosebud towering over the town's flat-topped buildings.

"If that's where they are," Akuchi said, "then let's go. The High King's orders shouldn't wait."

He strode off, no longer strolling slowly up the street. Prince Cyrille went with him. So did Keanu and then Xun pushed Garnett into motion after them. He bit his lip as they approached the temple. Gyanyu would probably recognize him.

But at least she couldn't claim him anymore.

Hopefully.

+++

Kamala Cheshire was tall for a native of Aihara. Her hair had a faint curl to the tips, marking her as bred from outsider blood. She didn't show it any other way, just in her height and curls. Her belly was swollen with a baby and her breasts heavy from the toddler perched on her hip. Three other children played in her office, each barely a year and a half apart.

Such a long way to fall for a woman who had once sworn that she wouldn't be a brood mare, who'd vowed to leave Aihara with Garnett so that they could both be free. But she'd stayed when he ran, stayed and given up her dreams of education and travel and a loving marriage to a man she didn't have to share so that she could have baby after baby until her body gave out.

At least she was now the ruler of Aihara.

As much as a mortal could be said to rule here.

"I truly do not know what the High King wants," Kamala said for the fourth time. She blinked innocently at Xun but Garnett had seen her use that same expression a million times on their elders growing up. It had gotten her out of so much trouble so many times.

"Tribute," Xun said for the fifth time. "You're late. The High King is annoyed. You either pay your tribute to the Crown or he comes and burns the rose fields down, kills the adults and takes all the children away."

Kamala shook her head, just as she had before. "He can't burn the roses. They're sacred."

"Yes, he can," Garnett snarled at her, too annoyed by this endless game of innocence to keep his damn fool mouth shut. "And he will. I'll do it if it comes to it. Do you know who we are?"

Kamala nodded, lips pursed and eyes narrowing as she stared at him. "I know. You are the God-Killers, the ones the High King sends when something has gone very wrong. But nothing is wrong here, Garnett Daugherty. We sent our tribute: ten gallons of the finest rose oil. It went with the High King's men, under their guard. We have receipts. Once signed into their care, it is no longer out problem if it doesn't arrive."

"Not what the High King wants," Xun said with nearly as much exasperation as Garnett felt. "You're to send two people, not rose oil. A boy and a girl. They'll stay for ten years, train at the palace, then come back here."

Kamala's eyes went hard as sapphires as she glared at Xun. "Our people do not leave Aihara. Ever. It is forbidden."

"Then you'll all die," Garnett snarled at her even as Keanu put a hand on his shoulder, "and it will be no loss to the world when you do."

"Easy," Keanu said but his words didn't echo in Garnett's ears, only in his mind. "This is where you came from. This is the god that once scarred your heart and mind. You are no longer subject to her, Garnett. You do not need to fight so hard."

He glared over his shoulder at Keanu because that wasn't the point. Of course he needed to fight. He always needed to fight. The scars Gyanyu had inflicted on his soul were still there, the lessons he'd been forced to learn all those years ago still dragged at him. He existed to breed, to bring children before Gyanyu, to sing her praises and to feed her roses.

They were all slaves in Aihara and Garnett would forever be marked by his slavery. It was not something that he could ever, ever leave behind.

"Perhaps," Keanu said, his eyes gentle and sad, glowing with that golden magic that made him feel like a storm about to break. "But you are more powerful than she is, even with all her followers."

That rocked Garnett back on his heels. He stared at Keanu who only nodded gently. Odd. He hadn't thought that he'd been so strongly affected by Elah Andringa's death but maybe he was wrong. Galling as that was. Garnett hated that he might not know everything about himself now.

He turned back to Xun and Kamala, content for now to listen instead of speak. Determined, really. Except that Xun and Kamala were both staring at him. So was Prince Cyrille. Even Akuchi
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