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Painting the Seasons

Nikki Flynn

Naslyn clenched her jaw and failed to quash the tears welling up in her mind and body. Her nose tingled and she scrunched up her face while her stunned gaze immortalized the horrendous scene strewn about the study.

Sidhe, Merlin’s staff, had crashed to the floor and splintered against the white stone. The effects of the last spell Merlin had cast leaked from its knob, green, blue, purple and red liquid oozing together. His fall threw books, inkpots, quills, and parchment from the desk, scattering everything to the floor. Merlin was normally tidy with everything arranged in its purposefully chosen place unless it was in use. He had a cumbersome oak desk, room for writing and reading. He only housed reference materials on magic and prophecies in his office so there was only a single tall and wide bookcase on a single wall. The fireplace behind the desk was dark with a fire having died out hours before when Merlin was expecting to work through the cold winter night.

The apprentice mage traipsed further into the room, towards where Merlin himself lay. One ginger step after another until she loomed over the staff. Her tears streamed down her face despite her best attempt at keeping her expression neutral. She failed to hide the grief that was still forming a knot in her chest. Naslyn recovered the staff then knelt beside her mentor. He was a petite man, young-looking despite his eons of existence. His soft-featured, oval face was bloodied from a head wound. Naslyn placed her hand on Merlin’s forehead. His skin had cooled. His eyes were pale. She examined the wound at his temple. It had bled profusely into his long golden hair. Naslyn glanced at the desk and the dribbling red that had pooled after he fell. Shaking from being forced to confront Merlin’s death, she pushed herself upright. Gritting her teeth she broke into sobs. There never would be enough tears to express the enormity of loss yet she cried oceans for her father figure and mentor. She mourned for herself and the work left undone. She tenderly brushed a hand down Merlin’s face, closing his eyes.

The spell was still active in the staff, and so her grief would have to wait. Dutifully picking up where Merlin left off, Naslyn pulled on her thick, fur-lined poncho, then her snow boots. The dark-haired apprentice stepped into a sketch-like drawing that still sat on Merlin’s desk. A sketch of a world white with snow and a lack of color against the rough pencil lines of the tree sketches of the forest.

Puffs of snow spewed out of the clouds. The precipitation layered blankets of white while Naslyn waddled through the layers of snow crunching beneath her boots. Around her, cloaked in the stillness and stabbing bright whiteness, hares fled from foxes while seals, bears, and caribou traversed the treacherous terrain. A faint shade of blue settled onto her skin, leaving her extremities too cold to easily soothe away. Naslyn fought the bursts of stabbing winds that fought to keep winter in place, reining over the world. Her fingers dug into Sidhe. Nothing was going to keep her from completing the task at hand. It had been her mentor’s job before nature reclaimed him, and now she wore that mantle, carrying on the change of seasons and the passage of time that rested in the domain of magicians.

A burst of snow and air hit her forcefully, pushing her hood back. Naslyn turned away from the gust. She walked backward the final few paces to the first point she sought. Beneath the gnarled, bare towering ring of trees, Naslyn tapped the butt of Sidhe on the ground. A burst of green light cut through the icy winds, negating their biting power. She tapped the staff again, and the defanged gusts slowed to a soothing zephyr. In the area immediately around the staff, snow disintegrated revealing the brown and yellow grass that hibernated during the colder months. Naslyn repeated the spell, the coloration of the winter wilds, and green poured from Sidhe into the grass. The glowing peridot aura from the staff faded, then vanished.

Naslyn stamped through the weakened, softer snow, crossing from the ring of trees toward her next point for the spell. Among the worst parts of sorcery were the spells that required specific locations to work. Dread slowed her even as Sidhe dutifully warmed her hands and kept her energized. She hated knowing what was coming from her time shadowing Merlin. She was about to get wet in the middle of winter.

The task at hand was tedious, but if she stopped, the spell would likely need cast again. Magical effects wore off, subject to the fetters of time like everything else. Naslyn’s boots crunched the remaining snow with each step toward the lake. The water needed to be thawed, color needed restored. It was no longer the age of white and grey. The chill that lingered for winter to let the flora of the world sleep needed dispelled.

Naslyn’s breath was visible. Each huff out was relief, but each inhale was several jabbing daggers in her nose and mouth. Her airway was practically encrusted with frost as she approached the lake. Sidhe gained ten pounds during her journey between the first and second nexus for the season changing spell. With a shuddering groan and her teeth chattering preemptively, the apprentice tapped the staff on the ground beside the shore. A burst of warm light followed. Yellow then white pulsed through the ice and called the birds home from their distant migrations.

The caster breached the water, though the air still bared winter’s fangs. Painful as it was, she picked up Merlin’s mantle. She could already imagine her feet turning blue. Terror of frostbite and succumbing to the elements and exhaustion jolted her into action. Naslyn cast the spell again, radiating color from Sidhe. Her skin prickled and her limbs trembled. Winter stubbornly clung to the world despite her repeated attempts to excise its hold on the environment. She waved the wand and more ice melted. From beneath the melting snow lotuses and lily pads were revealed on the calm lake surface. Another sweeping gesture, then another splashed color onto the flowers and leaves. The greyscale was giving way to the vivacious world beneath the gloom. For good measure Naslyn rapped the staff several times on the lakebed. She jumped when movement caught her eye. She laughed off her foolery upon recognizing the fish swimming about freely as they did when Merlin brought warmth to the world.

Proud of her progress and now unconcerned with the chill that had settled into her bones, Naslyn waded to shore. The world wasn’t restored yet, but she was close. The spell had one more nexus where she needed to cast away the snow and let the sunshine and rain rule over the sprouting seeds. She took a moment to wring the water from her robes and empty the water from her boots. If she had thought ahead she would have doffed them before she channeled the spell in the lake. The apprentice pushed the thought aside then stepped into her shoes to pick up her journey.

The first stretch of her walk made her think Jack Frost had given up his crown and abdicated to Verna Rains, but a blinding gust cut into her damp flesh and robes after she stepped foot onto the trail to the nexus. Naslyn’s dark hair scattered and she blocked her face using her forearm and her outer robes. Imitating a vampire hiding from the sun, Naslyn’s steps continued while a constant wind barked at her. The snow and ice on the trail had started shrinking away, but that had given way to other treacherous conditions. She slipped in mud and hit the ground. She groaned and remained still while pain radiated through her elbow which had collided with a stone. The wind stopped briefly. Naslyn recovered Sidhe, then after she advanced up the hillside trail several paces, the gale-force once more tried to expel her from the magical painting. Naslyn dug in, determined to complete Merlin’s work. Her eyes, squinted from the wind and debris, drifted to the staff her mentor carried and settled on the crack where the colors had leaked from the staff’s knob. It was in that moment as she breached the clouds that Naslyn knew what had happened to Merlin. Jack Frost in all of his stubbornness had succeeded in unsummoning Merlin from the painted world where the seasons were changed and time carried on into eternity. Old Man Winter, the bitter, harsh king, refused to relinquish control of the world, and that selfishness had left her an orphan.

Exhaustion and doubt had weighed her down more than wet clothes or Sidhe’s cumbersome shape and size. Now heat from her anger fueled her and she exhaled the darkness that kept her in the shadow of Merlin in her mind. In the white and grey fog of the mountain peak, she was excited to usher in spring. The whipping, shrill gusts continued around her, but their coldness no longer affected her. Naslyn warmed herself with anger boiling her blood. The swirling cold and threats of snow were balked by her stabbing the staff into the ground. Naslyn repeated the defiant action, the last leg of the spell. Visibility returned to the mountain and clouds broke apart.

The apprentice stopped the spell only when she could see the sky clearly. She brandished Sidhe and with a flick of her wrist, the staff painted the melancholy grey skies that promised snow into a bright blue. More paint followed. Trees were hit with tiny speckles of green, then buds appeared, ready to grow into shady fruit bearing titans. The first birds settled, summoned from the second use of the spell. The sun’s pale white shade was darkened to a vibrant yellow, and the more paint was spattered the more she waved the staff around. Snow and ice vanished. The brown and yellow grass became pale green, ready to darken with the first rain. The blizzard gales turned to a relaxing zephyr carrying seeds and spores to their new homes. Early blooming flowers promised rainbows and warm days with fluffy clouds, occasional showers, then the turn of the seasons to scorching summer.

Naslyn took Sidhe and staggered away from the edge of the cliff. She found a grey tree in a light sleep, nearly ready to wake and start its morning. Beneath its might she found comfort in having done what Merlin had intended. Her heart was heavy with grief and it always would be, but she was the one who now oversaw the seasons. With the task done and nothing of immediate importance keeping her stoic, Naslyn’s tears cascaded to the world below. Her sobs watered the growing saplings and washed away the last of winter’s presence. Before she was done, each droplet gathered in a gorge and flowed, carrying silt and her hopes for the future to a far away place and time.
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Princess Thessalyn of East Rodanthia was finally getting married.

At least, the king and queen hoped she would be getting married. No one had actually informed the princess of her impending nuptials.

Yet. 

“What did you say the new herald’s name was? Badger? Ermine? Wolverine?” the princess asked her lady’s maid, trying to distract herself from the elaborate style the girl was painstakingly creating with her hair. She’d not met the new herald yet but expected him to be escorting her today.

Thessalyn kept her hair long, as was the custom for those of a certain status in East Rodanthia, but she preferred the simpler braids and twists Liana typically plaited for her. Today’s style involved the maid twisting seemingly infinite curls into her auburn hair and pinning them up with bejeweled clips and combs.

“Badgeford, Your Highness.” 

“Yes. Of course.” Thessalyn glowered at her reflection. “Isn’t this all a bit much, Liana? It seems you’ve pinned half the treasury to my head.”

Liana smiled, “Your mother insisted, Your Highness, something about important visitors from the west.”

“From the west? Hm. I wonder if Father’s treaty with our prickly neighbors is finally completed.”

About twenty minutes later, or at least four hours if one were to ask Thessalyn, Liana deemed the princess appropriately adorned for court. The maid helped Thessalyn to her feet and stepped around her, adjusting a curl here, a dress pleat there until she was satisfied that everything was as it should be. The princess stared at her visage in the looking glass and felt there was rather more dress than woman. Four layers of sheer silver silk underskirts clung to the princess’ legs which were further adorned in deep green tights, which were just barely visible through the layers. Her chemise of the same silver silk draped decoratively across her bust and down her arms, gathering above the elbows and flowing dramatically toward the floor. The heavily boned bodice, a deep green velvet that brightened the princess’ grey-green eyes, cinched her waist above a matching open overskirt. 

The princess turned back and forth slowly, observing the leafy silver embroidery that adorned the overskirt and bodice, and sighed dramatically, “I look like a topiary—a gilded topiary.”

Liana tsked and corrected the princess with laughter in her eyes, “Gilding is done with gold, not silver, Your Highness.”

“A silver-gilded topiary, then.” The princess grumbled half-heartedly. 

“The most beautiful of topiaries, I am sure, Your Highness,” the maid replied seriously, “Well pruned and finely decorated.”

Thessalyn finally laughed, “Indeed. You have outdone yourself, Liana, thank you. Well, I guess we’re ready.”

Just in time, it seemed, as moments later, a crisp knock announced that the new herald had arrived to escort her to the event. 

“Your Highness?” the new herald inquired politely, “His Majesty requests your prompt appearance at court this afternoon.”

“Yes, yes. I’m coming.” Thessalyn sighed, gathered the borderline unreasonable number of skirts, and headed toward the corridor.

The herald bowed and gestured for the princess to precede him toward the great hall. 

As they made their way, the princess smirked to herself and asked, “Badger, isn’t it? Are you enjoying your new post as herald?”

“I, er, yes, Your Highness.” The herald’s voice dipped nervously as he responded, “It is a fine position; I am quite honored.”

Thessalyn stopped and spun on her heel, causing the young man to trip and nearly run into her. “Don’t do that,” she said quietly, but firmly, catching and holding the herald’s eyes.

“Apologies. I—Your Highness?”

“Don’t agree with me when I’m clearly wrong,” the princess sighed, “I know for a fact that your name is Badgeford. You should have corrected me.”

“C-correct you?” the young man stuttered, clearly horrified at the mere idea of such a thing, “I couldn’t possibly...” his voice trailed off as the princess began to glower at him.

“You can. And you will.” Thessalyn stated, poking a finger into the man’s chest, “Or you won’t be my herald very long. You understand your role, don’t you? My herald doesn’t just escort me to appointments or announce me, he is my eyes and ears in this castle and the kingdom itself.” She waved an arm around them. 

Badgeford nodded vigorously, his grey eyes wide, but attentive.

“If I am to serve my people, I must know the truth of things, not the sanitized, embellished version that the nobles and would-be-nobles spout off in hopes of gaining Our favor. And that includes knowing when I am wrong. An accident of birth does not make one infallible, Badgeford, and I must insist that you remember that.”

“I—yes, Your Highness,” the herald bowed deeply, but began to relax, “I will remember.”

“Excellent.” Thessalyn grinned and turned back toward their destination, “Now, let’s try again, shall we? Badger, isn’t it? Are you enjoying your new post as herald?”

The herald smiled broadly, adjusted his livery, and hurried after the young woman who would someday be his queen, “Pardon, Your Highness, but the name’s Badgeford, and I expect that I shall enjoy my post very much.”

The midday sun shone in through the arched windows of the corridor, tinting the grey stone with warm gold tones and casting shadows beneath the heavy tapestries that adorned the walls. It was just as well that the space was well lit, as Thessalyn had a habit of jogging down the hall at a quite un-princess-like pace when no witnesses were about. 

As they arrived at the ancient, heavy doors of the hall, a pair of guards in full, formal dress greeted them with a salute and exchanged knowing glances as the princess caught her breath and adjusted her skirts. Only when she had signaled her readiness did they turn and open the walnut doors. 

Badgeford took a deep breath, aimed a split-second grin at the princess, and stepped into the cavernous room. After a heartbeat of a pause, he announced, with no hint of his earlier nervousness, “Her Royal Highness, Princess Thessalyn, Jewel of the East, Heir to the great kingdom of East Rodanthia.” 

The herald stepped quickly aside and bowed deeply as Thessalyn glided into the room. “Floated” was the term that her etiquette instructors had used, but she always felt the movement was more like ice skating at an exceptionally slow pace.

The Hall was overflowing with people. 

Nobles, merchants, and every foreign dignitary who was currently in residence were in attendance. In fact, it even seemed that most of the household staff had managed to squeeze themselves into the room. 

It was at this point that the princess began to wonder whether she was missing an important detail or two about what was happening today. 

Having at least been briefed that this was a more formal occasion, Thessalyn smiled at the crowd and approached the dais where her parents sat. She curtsied deeply, but raised an eyebrow pointedly as she rose, seeking some hint from her parents as to the situation. 

Her mother refused to make eye contact with her. 

Her father, however, grinned broadly and waved for her to come join them, “Ah, my Jewel, you are, as ever, an absolute vision.”

Thessalyn scowled at the king as she made her way up the stairs and took a seat next to her father. “Father,” she whispered through a demure smile, “what’s going on? And since when am I the ‘Jewel of the East’?”

Her father just smiled and patted her hand gently before standing to address the crowd. “Thank you for joining us here today to celebrate the most wonderful of news. After two and a half years of negotiations, we have finally reached agreement with our neighbors to the west. Please join me in welcoming, from West Rodanthia, our new allies!”

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause. Thessalyn clapped politely and watched curiously as two men stepped forward from the crowd. An odd pair, for while they were clearly the West Rodanthian delegation, they appeared to have nothing else in common, neither appearance, style, nor demeanor. 

The taller man, and tall he was, stood over a full head above his companion. If Thessalyn was spring blooming out of winter, this man was summer—blazing into autumn. His summery complexion and nearly black hair were both several shades darker than was common here; most East Rodanthians shared Thessalyn’s own paler, creamy skin and lighter hair in blondes and browns. He wore a long, dark cloak which displayed the distinctive sharp lines and bold colors of the west but completely concealed his clothing. What really caught the princess’ attention, however, was the man’s expression, which she thought more at home on a cat who’d gotten lost in the creamery. 

The shorter man, clearly a herald by his dress, was much lighter in his coloring. With much paler skin and hair
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