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The square was a filled with rough, undyed wool, maybe two hundred hoods worn by all of the town residents ages 18 to 30, drawn low against the biting autumn wind. The air tasted of woodsmoke and the sharp, vinegar tang of the failed vintage from last year, the final cask broken as an offering to the Harvest for a better year to come. For the third year running, the wine had died in the vats, leaving the community hollowed out by hunger. All year the elders of the village had been reminding them of the importance of seeing the ritual to its very end and not stinting on any part of it.

They had explained that the whole point of the ritual was in the shared exertion, not just crushing the fruit. The sweat changed the alchemy of the fermentation, and the heat generated by the exertion was the fire of those chosen by the Harvest to start the process moving.

William stood in the line of men, his shoulders aching with the familiar, heavy thrum of the forge. Beneath his ritual robe, his hands were stained with soot and mapped with the hard, protective callouses of his trade. Like everyone else, he kept his eyes on the cobblestones, thinking of the work the following day. How much charcoal was left, how many horses needed shoeing before the first snow, farm tools worked hard for the harvest that now needed repair and sharpening. He didn't want this. He didn't believe in the "Spirit," but he believed in the hunger he saw in his sister's eyes.

Then came the Urn.

It was a blackened vessel of fired clay, carried by two Elders whose footsteps were silent on the stones. When it reached William, he plunged his hand into the dry, brittle wheat stalks. They were cold and scratchy, a hundred tiny needles pricking his skin. His fingers closed around a single reed. He drew it out, and there, hidden in the hollow of his palm, was the mark, a deep, bruised violet smear of crushed berry juice.

The Elder’s hand, gnarled like an old root, landed on his shoulder. “You are chosen. Do you wish to proceed?”

William didn’t speak, just nodded his head. He was led away from the line, toward the Great Sanctum, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. A hundred to one change, and the lot had fallen to him.

Alice felt the weight of the silence more than the weight of the wool. As the Magistrate’s daughter, her life was a series of smooth textures: the glide of silk, the prickle of fine lace, the smooth parchment of her ledgers. She had spent the morning trying to ignore the frantic whispers of the village women, that the last two Queens had been too timid, too cold, and had let the harvest wither in their very hands. Her father had publicly insisted that she stand with the villagers to set an example, secure in the thought that it was very unlikely she would be chosen. And next year, she would be married and exempt from the lot.

When she drew the violet-marked reed, the breath left her lungs in a sharp, jagged gasp. She looked towards her father but he was turned away, laughing with one of the elders. He hadn’t seen her choose... but when she didn’t return home after the ceremony, he would find out. She too nodded her assent to the question.

She was led through a separate stone archway, her pulse thrumming in her ears. Inside the outer vestibule, the female elders moved with clinical, terrifying efficiency. They stripped away her status. The heavy wool robe was unpinned, the velvet dress it concealed was unbuttoned and removed; the fine linen shift underneath was pulled over her head.

She felt a sudden, piercing vulnerability, the cooling of her sweat in the chilly air, the lightness of her own limbs and body no longer unencumbered by cloth. She was no longer a lady. She was a vessel.

The inner doors of the Sanctum groaned open on greased hinges. She wondered briefly who the King would be. She would find out soon enough.

The heat hit William first, a thick, humid fug that smelled of sugar, earth, and something primal. The room was small, carved from the bedrock, and lit only by the low, orange glow of the floor-hearths surrounding the vat.

He stepped onto the raised dais of the stone basin, the soles of his feet sensitive to the warmth that the rock had absorbed from the smouldering fires. Across the haze of the vat, he saw her.

The Queen.

She was lit by the soft glow, the shadows betraying her soft curves and unblemished skin. She looked as though she had been fashioned from sunlight rather than flesh. He recognised her instantly as much by the way she held her head as by her long curly hair.

She was the Magistrate’s daughter. The woman who had looked past him in the market every Tuesday for five years. He had never spoken to her, his master taking the lead on any deal involving the Magistrate.

Alice peered through the steam, her breath catching. The man standing across from her was a mountain of muscle. She saw the heavy breadth of his chest, the way the firelight caught the ridges of his stomach, and the sheer, grounding power in his thighs. He was the blacksmith’s apprentice, he young man whose hammer-blows provided the heartbeat of the village.

Between them lay the vat, filled over half a metre deep with the dark, heavy fruit of the hills.

"The must is still cold," William said, his voice a low, grounding rasp that cut through her thoughts. "We have to wake it."

Alice took a trembling step toward the edge of the stone basin. The ritual was absolute on the requirement: their heat, their sweat, their combined rhythm was all needed for a successful fermentation.

"Together?" she whispered although she knew the answer, her voice caught between fear and a sudden, soaring curiosity.

"Yes. There is no other option," he replied. He walked half way around the basin and reached out a hand to her, wide, calloused, and steady. "Step in, my Lady. The village is waiting for the bubble to break."

Alice closed the distance and reached out, her fingers disappearing into the heat of William’s palm. His skin was even rougher than she had expected it to be... dry, old scars and callouses a solid grip. As he closed his hand to steady her, she stepped over the lip of the stone basin.

The must was a shock. It wasn’t liquid, but a dense, viscous slurry of crushed skins, stems, and cold juice. It was deep enough to reach mid-thigh with a heavy, sucking weight that threatened to pull her off balance. She gasped at the contrast between the cool of the fruit and the heat of the room, her body reacting with a sudden, sharp shiver that made her breasts ache in the humid air.

"Steady," William murmured. He stepped in beside her, his greater mass displacing the fruit with a wet, heavy slap.

They stood side by side, the dark violet juice swirling between them. The traditional ritual required the King and the Queen to light the fire between them and work the heat into the mixture. The Elders had said that that the fermentation had failed because the previous couples had been too distant, too ashamed to let their heat bleed into the vat and seed it with their sweat.

To the village, the fermentation was not a chemical process, but a biological one. The waking of the yeast required the salt of human sweat and the rhythmic vibration of two bodies working in absolute, grinding unison.

"Hands on my shoulders," William commanded as they moved carefully over the slippery bowl to the centre. It was the practical logic of the labourer, and Alice found she didn’t resent being told what to do by him. "I’ll help support you. If we don’t sync our steps, we’ll just stir the juice instead of crushing the spirit into it."

Alice obeyed, her palms settling onto the hard muscle of his shoulders, almost too wide for her to get a hold. She felt the ripple of his muscles as he adjusted his stance and held her by her waist. She was determined to see the ritual through and to put as much effort into it as she possibly good. The village, and the reputation of her father, depending upon it.

"Now," he said. "Lift. Press. Lift. Press."

They began to move, side to side, like a clumsy, stamping dance.

The sensory world narrowed to the vat. The sound was rhythmic and hypnotic, the squelch and thud of their feet hitting the bedrock through the pulp. The bottom of the basin was slick with crushed seeds and skins, and they had to lean into one another for stability.

Alice watched, mesmerised, as the must began to warm and the capillary action began to work. The dark liquid seemed to climb, drawn upward by the heat of their bodies. It soon reached the curves of her hips and then her stomach and back in violet streaks.

William’s eyes were dark, fixed on the pulse jumping in her throat. In his peripheral vision he could see the rhythmic bounce of her breasts with every heavy tread, a visual metronome that made the air in his lungs feel twice as thick. He knew the village lore: The wine takes its colour from the fruit, but its fire from the King’s gaze. But that didn’t take into account that the Queen was the Lady of the village.

"You're flagging," he whispered, his hands sliding down to her hips to help her push down harder, ensuring her feet struck the floor with enough force to break up the skins too and release all the flavour.

"It’s... it's heavy," she panted. The steam and heat of the air was doing its work. Sweat was beading on her forehead, rolling down between her breasts to mingle with the juice as it rose.

"I think we’re doing well," William said, his own chest glistening, his breath hitching as they swayed together in the dark slurry. "The salt is the seal. The more we give to the vat














































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
BLAKE ROWAN





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





