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Meet our first couple of the dimension of Réalpöol. This series will follow many couples as they journey through the upheavals of their worlds as contact with the outside universe changes everything.
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This work of fiction contains discussion, and depictions of sex, talk of arranged marriages, relationships made for political gain, and large age gaps.
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Version Notes 1.1
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The original title of the work was Valentina and Ludin Loves of Réalpöol book1. The series has been changed to Kingdom of the Grasses book1, and the book tile has Changed to Amid Impetuous Futures with a new cover. Along with those change I fixed a minor continuity issue, fixed a bunch of questions, a whole lot of extra spaced on the end of paragraphs, and add one missing period. Otherwise the text of the book is unchanged, I resisted fiddling with it.
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Aftermath
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Valentina leapt out of bed, staff in hand, headed towards Gretchen’s head, as the door opened; before awareness came to her, she shook, and the staff stopped just in time, with her amber skin soaked in sweat. A shiver rolled over her body, clad only in a night dress in the cool room.

“My Lady.” The small woman quavered. “The sun is about to rise, your instructions were to wake you.”

Valentina returned the staff to rest, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, centered herself, and let out what tension she could. The Ironwood staff felt solid in her hand, it helped ground her. One of the many gifts from her... father... mother... that was going to get really confusing; god-mother.

By the time Valentina opened her eyes again, a much calmer Gretchen had the walking dress out, and eyed the new armour.

Valentina gave her a quirked smile. “Yes, underclothes, the armour, then the walking dress.”

The young woman gave a single firm jerk of her chin.

Valentina’s eyes roamed the room; the dents in the wall, the darkness between the tiles, and the gouge in the floor she worried at with her foot. It all brought back flashes of that night. She had batted one intruder away with the staff. Then for the first time, she had brought the staff down with great speed and force on a man that came at her with a sword. The new staff, empowered and filled with her might, crushed straight through his body, and embedded itself in the floor.

“My Lady.” Gretchen held up underclothes, two paces away.

It brought Valentina out of the horrible memories. 

Gretchen smiled. “The underclothes are ready.” She took a step forward and held out her hand for the night dress.

Valentina nodded, put the staff aside, and hauled off the night dress. It got caught in the new amulet she now never took off; it had saved her life. A pair of bracelets and two rings, all magic, now also added to her everyday-wear.

Her new lady-in-waiting was unfamiliar with the new armour, but they got it on after some time. The new walking dress was a night forest green, for mourning, with a high neckline to cover all her scars, and with a false bust to hide the armour's presence.

Staff slung over her shoulder, key ring of talismans in her pocket, and she was off through her fresh new door.

Valentina looked away, pained, from the room next door. They had just finished cleaning up, where Lorraine, Katlin, Meena, and Jaylin were murdered senselessly, along with Henon and Jhorden, the guards in the hall.

Broinya’s smiling face waited for her, lucky she had been off shift and survived.

Valentina returned her smile.

Tatiana waited at the end of the hall for them.

Valentina took her hand, as Broinya and four guards took station behind.

They walked through the shattered corridors on the way out of the royal quarters. With stones smashed and crushed from the fierce battle with the Guard.

Tatiana locked her eyes forward.

Valentina saw all the sword slashes, staff dints and blast holes, on their way out to the terrace. They avoided the grand entrance hall; fifty of the church's best warriors had faced her god-mother. They were still pulling them out of the shattered and crushed stones that now made up the mockingly named hall of pebbles. All the ornate marble in the entire vast room was smashed, no piece larger than a fist. The men that had faced her, fared no better.

A coup, they called it. The Grand Church of the Five Devotions tried to murder her, the queen, and most of her family; all for power.

Out on the terrace, Valentina passed few members of the court. Mostly military-minded young men on morning exercise. The sun only now came up over the mountains on the far side of the lake. At the overlook, she surveyed the capital, City of Grass Mountain, as it tarried down to the lake, and down along the locks and out of sight around the hills to the west. The ominous mocking crater where the Great Cathedral once stood drew her eye back below her to the temple district. Ten days on and it still smoked, at least it wasn't glowing white hot any more.

The light shone off the five other buildings in the temple district. Previously foreign religions, once banned, had been allowed by her mother in the last decade to come here. The cobalt spiral of the temple of Nine mystics, sparkled in the morning sun, as statues of their Nine Mystics gods looked out in all directions.

Broinya tapped her shoulder gently.

Valentina took in the morning air and continued her stroll. The last stretch took them through the burned and melted corridor of the palace library along the route to the training ground.

**************************
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She put aside her new staff, picked up an ordinary stick, took off the walking dress, and tried to take out her worries and frustrations by sparring. As always, she held back, not wanting to hurt her old friend. Tom had taught her much, and taken more than a few beatings over the years as her powers manifested. It wasn't enough any more, she would need to go to the catacombs in the evening and smash rocks.

“We need to be back for the hearing.” Broinya pointed at the tower's shadows.

Valentina nodded and bowed to Tom.

The doughty man made a very exhausted deep bow.

Valentina wiped off the armour and Tatiana helped her back into the walking dress.

**************************
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On the way back to the throne room, the Lady Bluebay stopped and bowed appropriately. “Dauphine, it is good to see you well.” She eyed the high collared dress. “It is good that you have finally healed enough to be out and about.”

“Yes it is good to be out and about among the court. I hope you and the Dowager are well.” Valentina smiled.

“Oh yes, I am well.” She smiled haughtily. “It is good to be out in the fresh air. The smell of smoke still pervades the foreign dignitary wing.”

“I shall speak with someone.” Of course it still smelled of smoke; nearly a third of the foreign contingent were killed in the fire. She kept the smile on, all the way to her eyes.

“That would be appreciated.” Bluebay radiated an air of impatience.

“I must leave you. I have responsibilities at court.” Valentina made a short bow.

Bluebay returned the bow a little lower.

They continued to the royal audience chamber. The wrecked stone everywhere showed as a brand of the tremendous raw magical power unleashed. The church sent as many as they could, along with their best.

No one understood how much magical might the Countess of Deepjungle had brought with her. Thirty knights, they were introduced as. The court had not realized every last one of them had magic. Their insect armour, exotic and spectacular to look at, was thought a ploy to impress the court. To demonstrate the power to have decorative knights, in armour that was nice to look at, but not strong. They did not know it granted its wearers monstrous strength, and nigh immunity to non-magical weapons.

Valentina ran her hand over a slash in the wall as they passed, made by a bone blade also thought to be decorative; cleaved armour, stone, and men all the same.

Broinya cleared her throat in a subtle signal to keep going.

Tatiana pulled her forward. “If you don’t look at them directly, you can pretend they aren’t there.”

Valentina went with her. “The dauphine does not have the luxury. Our futures are irrevocably changed, and there is no going back.”

Tatiana went stiff, her eyes forward, head up; her court mask firm.

“You are correct, I should keep my court mask on.” Valentina followed her lead as they looped around the back of the throne room to the royal waiting rooms. “There are lessons to be learned, I am not sure what they all are, yet.”

Tatiana nodded stiffly, and moved to the other side of the room to join Gretchen with the court dress. Valentina changed behind a screen. The court dress had a high collar, it still went over the armour. It took some adjusting to make it all look right, and some improvising to stuff the bust. Gretchen and Tatiana’s skills proved invaluable.

Val emerged from behind the screen to see her mother and Richard being primped for their call to enter the throne room.

Her mother gave her a look over. “Superb; the high collar hides the injuries well.”

Valentina nodded, they both knew she had taken over three dozen hits. Only three of them wounded her, and they had all healed by the dawn, with no scars. ‘Deception can keep us safe,’ her god-mother told them.

Her mother eyed the staff. “Leave that here.”

Valentina gave the staff a look, it helped her feel safe and in control. She sighed and leaned it against the wall behind the screen.

“Sterling, you're all ready.” Her mother nodded.

The major-domo went over the procedure with the dauphine for her first official court appearance as the heir.

The signal came, the queen and prince consort strolled out the door, and up the stairs arm in arm.

Valentina took a deep breath, fixed her posture, her court mask, and waited for the signal.

She walked out the door, around the corner, and up the stairs to the dais.

“Crown Princess Valentina Grass,” the major-dome announced.

She held her pace to the smaller throne to the right of the queen. Richard’s had been moved to her left. She refused to let the gasps unsteady her pace. All those in the court that had doubts that she was to be queen one day, had it made crystal clear they were wrong.

Valentina stood in front of the little throne of intricately carved native Heala wood with no jewels. The queen held out her right hand, Valentina took it with her left, and delicately sat. Once seated, the queen gently patted the top of her hand before withdrawing.

The three of them faced the assembled court. Their eyes assessed everyone in the room. Many a court mask slipped, before they got them in order. Valentina made mental note of who she had to worry about. She laughed on the inside, who would have to worry about her god-mother.

The queen turned to the Major-domo. “Please proceed with the first order of business.”
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Serenity Interrupted
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Ludin parried left, then right into a step back along the ice, sure of his footing. He blocked his opponent's left sword with his axe. He came up under his opponent's guard, and made a firm, bruising tap with the blunt back of the shaft. He pulled his right leg around, keeping his guard up and swept his opponent's leg.

Traivan hit the icy surface of the lake hard.

Ludin pulled his feet back into a resting stance, crossed his axes over his chest and bowed. He quickly secured his axes across his back, braced his feet, and put out his hand. “You ok, buddy?”

Traivan shook his head, stretched his shoulders, and took Ludin’s proffered arm. “A bit sore and a little cold.”

Ludin gave Traivan a hearty pat on the back. “We have been at it for quite some time.”

Traivan smiled and nodded, then his eyes drifted over Ludin’s shoulder and into the distance.

Ludin turned and scanned his whole surroundings. He cast a spell to enhance his vision, and saw the shaggy pony on the switch back, at the south end of the valley. Ludin moved his eyes away to sweep all the approaches to the valley, the edges of the lake, and the village. He returned his eyes to the rider on the pony, and recognised the old paladin, wrapped in furs.

The man threw the hood back and waved.

“Well, we have a surprise guest.” Traivan chuffed.

Ludin nodded. “It appears Master Heyerdahl has come to visit our sanctuary.”

The two friends collected their things from the icy training ground, and headed cautiously back to the long hall.

“Traivan, can you please make sure that a quiet welcome is prepared for our honoured guest?” Ludin stood by the intricately carved support column of the long hall, and observed the Paladin’s descent.

A small nod was all the confirmation he needed that his friend would do the task.

The shaggy pony trod the snow-covered muddy path between the lake and the long house, and came to a stop. The stern old elf’s spry dismount gave lie to any sense of age, or the weight of his heavy armour.

Ludin stepped to the edge of the deck. “Welcome to the sanctuary of Loch Röurogh. It is a pleasure for us to have you visit this humble retreat.”

Master Hey patted the pony gently, and handed the reins to the acolyte that approached from the stables.

Master Hey turned to Ludin and saluted, fist to heart, the other crossed on top. “Thank you, Instructor Vulfinson, for your hospitality.” He looked around the small sanctuary. “May I inquire as to Grand Master Röcros’s whereabouts?”

Ludin smiled, turned, and pointed at the tree covered mountain across the lake. “He is up the mountain contemplating great mysteries of magic. He is not expected back till spring.”

Master Hey made three quick short nods. “Ah, yes.”

“Would you please come in and share some meat and mead from our humble sanctuary?”

The Master Hey saluted once again, and headed into the long hall, past the furs into the warmth of the braziers and roaring stone fire pit. By the main fire he took off his gauntlets, and warmed his hands.

Ludin received two mugs of mead from a waiting acolyte and handed his old weapons master a warm mug.

“Your hospitality is most welcome.” He saluted with the mug and drank heartily.

Ludin gestured at a nearby long-table.

Ludin gave his guest the seat closest to the fire. “Does one of the Masters of the Order of the Balance wish to inspect our facilities?”

Master Hey shook his head.

“I am here on official business for the Pantheon, not the order.” He drank from his mead.

Ludin nodded.

Traivan brought a board of cured meats, sat at a polite distance, and listened.

Master Hey took some meat and ate as he surveyed the room.

The Acolytes filtered in and found chores to do in the hall where they could hear.

He grabbed more meat. “Please all come and listen to a tale of The Daughter of Deceit.”

Lundin smiled and nodded at the few still hesitant. “An old student, making the megaverse interesting? Again.”

Master Hey nodded, and ate a few more bites while he waited for all the eager youths to gather around. Then cleared his throat and spoke high and clear. “A decade and a half ago, a group of adventurers engaged in random dimensional exploration. They stumbled on a dimension now known as Réalpöol. They landed on a nexus, in the middle of a necromancer summoning dark things into the world. They dispatched them and discovered the dimension had high magic, and no tech characteristics. Further, they went on to find that magic users were exceptionally rare. They slew the head necromancer, and helped put Queen Annalleasa on the throne. Only a few survived and returned to the Union.”

Ludin gave him a questioning look.

“Come modern day, the Kingdom of the Grasses under Queen Annalleasa sought to open inter-dimensional trade with the Union. Along the way the queen put out word she sought one Brandon Vesor. He could not be found, until the report came across the desk of the Deputy Head of Naval Intelligence.” He pointed at Ludin, “A cousin. Well, he doesn’t forget much and remembered he’d seen that name. He contacted the order and I, as I'm the sponsor listed on the citizenship ID.”

Ludin chuckled.

Master Hey returned a small nod. “It turns out one Brendon Vesor, saviour of the Kingdom of Grass, was an old identity of the Daughter of Deceit.”

The room filled with gasps and laughter.

Master Hay gave the Acolytes a soft quieting look. “Recently, she returned from the Dimension of Réalpöol and contacted me. She has found a previously unknown daughter she had with the queen on her last visit.”

The room filled with stony silence.

Ludin looked interested.

Master Hey looked over the acolytes. “My old student requested that I find a trainer and sparring partner for this princess, Valentina.” The old elf grinned. “The Pantheon requested I go myself, for at least the first few cycles, to do a full assessment and let things settle down.”

Ludin eyed the acolytes and looked at his mentor.

Master Hey shook his head. “They need to hear one last bit.”

Ludin nodded, and grabbed some meat.

“The Kingdom of the Grasses' established central religion has been anti-magic for some five hundred years. Their primacy waned with the necromantic intervention. It is that incursion of outside supernatural evil that allowed covert interference the first time.”

Ludin nodded, and many of the acolytes did too.

“She returned this time in grand style as the Countess of Deepjungle with Halpht on her arm, and a medium sized retinue. The local dominant religion took the opportunity to blame the foreign magic users for some murders.”

Ludin shook his head. “They tried to run a deception on the Daughter of Deceit.”

Master Hey scrunched his face in a misshapen smile. “Yes, they did. She also uncovered that they had tried on four previous occasions to assassinate the princess Valentina.”

“I bet the Daughter of Deceit took that well,” Ludin said in a dry tone.

“One can only imagine. The queen took it badly and used it as a reason to pull in conspirators for questioning.” Master Hey's eyes lit with mirth.

Ludin shook his head.

“Needless to say, it escalated to an all out assault on the royal palace, all foreign visitors, and the princess. They apparently took the chitinous armour, bone blades, and lack of quivers to indicate ornamentality.” Master Hey shook his head.

Ludin's eyes went wide.

“More than a thousand loyal warriors of the faith infiltrated the palace. They all died. It was capped off with the grand Cathedral being reduced to a smoking crater.” Master Hey took a deep drink from his mead.

“She contacted me afterwards, with the details of what my trainer would be walking in to. She left within a few days to ensure she did not look like an invading army.”

Ludin worked his chiseled jaw.

Master Hey looked around the room at all the rapt acolytes. “Most important lessons here: Never forget the fertility of the gods; the princess is an anchor that lets us act there now. In meditation, contemplate that vast upheaval that has come to those people. Absolutely never judge an opponent by the tiles they are showing you. It is rare that one survives such a mistake. Know she left openly and publicly, but she will not leave it there. Now come the great games of the god of deception. I want you all to think these things over as you go about your evening responsibilities. Think on the mistakes of all sides.” Master Hey gave them a salute, which was returned by all of the acolytes.

Traivan looked at the two, and raised an eyebrow.

“Stay.” Master Hey motioned at the food.

They all took a few moments to eat and drink while the Acolytes filed out of the room and returned to duties elsewhere.

Ludin motioned for Master Hey to continue.

“After a few discussions with representatives of the Pantheon, I was asked to find a training partner for Valentina. One that could be a contemporary, and friend.” Master Hey looked at Ludin.

Ludin smiled. “And court her.”

Master Hey shrugged. “She has lots of people courting her. You can afford to play a longer game. It is my understanding that she needs a friend that understands her power and is not afraid of her.”

Ludin nodded. “All the other suitors are mortals?”

“She also needs someone to help with an understanding of magical logistics.” Master Hey coughed. “It is also to be accepted that there will be assassination attempts against her future consort.”

“I am trained as a Logistician,” Ludin nodded, “And I would be just as hard to kill as she.”

Master Hey held his hands out, palms up and open.

“What kind of commitment are you looking for?” Ludin asked.

“Two cycles with me. If it’s terrible, we can find a replacement sooner.” Master Hey gestured at the surroundings. “It has a tech level a little higher than this; high-tech does not work. I know you came to this sanctuary to be away from the high technology and the Union. I do not know how much away from civilization we will be.”

Ludin nodded. “That is a good point; I could be ready to try some civilization with no tech and little magic.”

“That's good to hear.” Master Hey smiled. “Are you in? I will give you more specific info, on the scenic ride back to the nearest gate.”

“One last question, before I accept.” Ludin leaned in. “How much interference from the Daughter of Deceit should be expected?”

“I'm expecting support for us, and a ton of interference in the social political landscape over the next couple of decades.” Master Hey’s eyes were serious.

“Well, I'm in.” Ludin turned to Traivan. “I guess you'll be in-charge here till spring.”

“I’ll miss you, buddy.” Traivan slapped him on the back and grinned. “Send letters.”

Ludin looked at Traivan. “What do you think? Three days to get things squared before I have to leave?”

“Sounds about right.” Traivan’s eyes rolled through a list in his head.

“I can enjoy the sanctuary for that long,” Master Hey grinned. “I will enjoy some conversations with acolytes and breathe the mountain air.”

“Stellar.” Ludin curled his lip. “I might need a crash course before we leave.”

Master Hey made a small bow.
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