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            NO ONE’S SON

          

        

      

    

    
      When Myra George summoned the queen’s doctor only to find out that he was dead, she locked herself in the king’s suite to deliver the queen’s baby herself. It was an extraordinary task in unusual times. This doctor had already been a replacement for the queen’s long-time doctor who had taken a fall while horseback riding and had died only months earlier. A little voice was telling Myra that, in this hour, the queen needed protection. Myra knew that most importantly the king’s new baby needed protection. It was no secret to Myra, who knew everything that was whispered within the castle walls, that Counselor Glenn hoped to be next in line as ruler, and Myra was worried that he was capable of doing anything to remove an heir to the throne.

      The queen screamed, shuddering a typically graceful Myra George into dropping the empty water basin onto the floor. Myra’s plump arms scooped it up. “There, there, Queen Samantha. You relax until the next contraction comes. We’re almost there.”

      Myra didn’t have children of her own, but she was from a large family and had assisted in all of her sisters’ childbirths so, while she was not a doctor, she knew the procedure well.

      The queen screamed a second time and Myra drew near to prepare for the birth of the next royal child. The queen pulled her frail shoulders forward and tried to curl over her plump stomach. Myra saw her small, dimpled jaw harden as the queen grit her teeth, but then a smile curled up on Samantha’s lips.

      “How did you talk me into doing this without my aids?” Queen Samantha asked.

      “Pish posh,” Myra responded with a smile on her large, strong face, “Your aids are not having this child, my queen, you are. They would just suck the fresh air out of the room and get in my way. But we will have to deal with King Birch when he returns from hunting. I suppose there is no getting around him.” Myra allowed her eyes to meet Queen Samantha’s, and they shared a moment. They were very unlike one another: Queen Samantha was fair, petite, royalty; and Myra was strong, bold, practical, and loyal to the core. Myra had served King Birch’s family for two decades and was nanny to Princess Zaria for six years. The queen respected Myra for her wisdom and confidence, and Myra respected Queen Samantha for her assuredness that she would bring an heir to the throne. Their moment ended when the queen pulled her eyes tightly closed in a rush of pain.

      “I can see the head,” Myra said excitedly. “One more push, m’lady.”

      Pale and out of breath, Queen Samantha did as she was told. A roar erupted from the frail figure of the queen, and then silence. It was all over quickly, and Myra allowed silent tears to escape down her cheeks.

      The newborn was a tiny speck of a baby having been born a full four weeks early, and it was the miracle of the soft cry that brought tears to Queen Samantha’s eyes. The queen had been frail in the months of her pregnancy, and Myra could see now that the delivery was taking its toll. There was an unusual amount of blood, and it didn’t seem to be slowing. Myra grit her teeth and smiled at Queen Samantha’s paling face. “Let me clean the baby up.” In the queen’s happiest moment, the life was running out of her. Myra could see now that after carrying her child for nine months, the queen would only spend minutes with her baby.

      Myra held the baby up before her, the tiny back of the rump facing the queen. Myra George could see from this angle what the queen could not. It was impossible for Myra to tell the dying queen that after years of trying and hoping, and months of enduring a difficult pregnancy, she had failed to produce an heir to the throne of Fontanasia. As Myra gently cleaned the tiny figure, she considered her options. Queen Samantha had promised her husband it would be a boy, a future for the Royal Hall family, and just the miracle to put an end to all of the rumors that there had been bickering for control within the King’s Council. Seeing the blood continue to collect under the queen, and knowing that this was the one time that Queen Samantha would look upon her newborn daughter, Myra did the only thing she could. She lied.

      “It’s a boy,” Myra cleared her throat. “Just let me wrap him properly.” There were pink and blue robes laid out in the trunk next to the bed. Myra hesitated, but ultimately reached past the pink and took the blue robes to swaddle the baby girl.

      The queen slumped back on her pillows, and the fading sun that shone through the window lit up her deep black eyes. “I knew it,” she told Myra as she wiped her tears away. “I knew that I would have a son. Birch will be so pleased to have an heir to the throne.”

      Myra pursed her lips into a slight smile and cleared her throat. “The king will be happy to know that he has a healthy baby in any right.”

      Queen Samantha tried to leverage her arms on the bed so she could sit up to get a look at her son, but she was too delicate and would have to wait for Myra to finish cleaning and wrapping him before she could hold him for the first time.

      There was a loud knock on the locked door and Myra’s face turned beet red in anger. Two hours earlier she had locked herself and the queen alone in the king’s suite and told the servants that they were not to be disturbed. It was not a typical thing to do, but none of her subordinates questioned her because she had always been attendant to the royal family, and her tall and broad frame was little compared to her direct and imposing demeanor. The George family had served the Hall family for seven generations, before Fontanasia had been founded, and there was no more attention to care and trust anywhere in the land.

      Myra finished wrapping the baby in the blue cotton and silk and handed the tiny girl over to the queen who held her newborn ever so gently in her weakening arms. Just then the rapping on the door was followed by a pounding, and Myra’s thick shoulders raised as she barged toward the noise.

      “I said no interruptions!” she barked as the bolt was thrown back and she easily pulled the heavy oak door inward. They were the same height and saw eye to eye, and King Birch gave Myra a stern look. She winced and stepped aside. Myra had sent word into the forest that Queen Samantha was in labor. She could see that the king had come straight from the hunt, but Myra couldn’t understand how King Birch had appeared so quickly. He should have been at least a day away, not hours.

      As King Birch entered the chambers, the growing crowd in the hall began to murmur a barely audible whisper, and the king turned on his heel and bellowed.

      “Silence!” In an instant, all was quiet. “I have a son whom I would like to see, and then you shall have your turn.” His voice had cracked like a whip, and Myra’s heart jumped in panic. How could he think it was a boy? He’d not even been in the room for three seconds. She looked to the queen and saw the blue bundle at the queen’s chest. It must have been the blue color of the baby’s wrap that had made King Birch assume it was a boy. Myra should have corrected him then and there, but she softly closed her eyes as the King’s Guard pulled the door closed. Although he was by her in a matter of seconds, Myra noticed the dark circles beneath King Birch’s eyes and the minute quiver on his strong lip.

      King Birch removed his thick leather wrap and let it fall to the floor as he washed his hands in the side basin. He unclasped his buckle and placed his sword and dagger aside before sitting his muscular frame on the corner of the bed, and the queen summoned enough strength to reach her hand out and rest it on her husband’s cheek tenderly. She smiled, but all the king could see was how truly pale and weak his wife looked. His deep brow furrowed and cracked as he held back an ocean of tears.

      Myra George returned to the bed tending to the queen, cleaning and covering her as best she could while staying out of the gentle moment being shared by the royal couple. They gazed at their new child.

      “A son, Birch. I knew it would be a son. You have your heir.” Queen Samantha should have been glowing, but her face had turned blue.

      “You have done well, my love,” King Birch told her as he helped support the tiny bundle against her chest. “What shall we call him?” the king asked softly.

      “Avalon,” the queen whispered.

      “Avalon,” the king repeated. “Named for the brightest star in our skies.”

      “Yes, Avalon, my guiding light.” The queen tipped her head forward to peek at the perfectly tiny face exposed in the swaddled blankets. “Hello, Avalon. I love you, my baby boy.” Then the queen’s neck went limp, her black and pearl watered eyes having lost the soul that had given them life these thirty years.

      King Birch sat still holding their son to his wife’s lifeless chest. When Myra noticed the queen’s slumped position, she rushed over and tried to find a pulse. She held Queen Samantha’s dimpled jaw and stared into the lifeless, black void, calling out to her. She brought the smelling salts forward, but before opening the jar, Myra noticed how still King Birch sat with his newborn baby pressed tightly between his right hand and the queen’s breast. He took Queen Samantha’s neck with his left hand and gently tipped her head back onto the pillow.

      “She’s gone,” he whispered. It was only then that Myra saw King Birch had been silently crying over his newborn child and the wife he had lost. He had been painfully torn in half.
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      The king’s suite was magnificent. One wall of the room was ornately carved gray rock etched into the side of the mountain that Fontanasia was built upon. Building the castle into the mountain was part of what gave Fontanasia a heavenly look as it climbed high into the mountain’s often floating fog. The curtains billowed and the stone ceiling was raised on an arc with little hand carved cherubs in the center. There were beautiful antique tables and lounge chairs placed neatly around the room, and the light passed through the circular colored glass windows opposite the rock leaving a meditative glow along the walls. That glow faded now with the sunset as all attention had remained on the grand four poster bed draped over with patterned silk.

      “It isn’t a boy,” Myra again confessed to King Birch guiltily, not knowing if he had heard her whisper the first time she had dared to speak. “I mean to say, you have another daughter, sir.”

      The king now seemed to awaken from his trance. “What?” he growled. Myra’s look toward the door cautioned him, and King Birch lowered his voice but remained visibly angry, the bulk of muscles in his body turning to stone. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I meant to tell you sooner, but…” Myra’s voice trailed off as she cowered and again looked to the door. The king tenderly pulled his newborn from his wife’s chest and placed it at the foot of the bed. He then swept over and bolted the chamber door.

      “Show me,” he commanded.

      Myra dared not make eye contact with the king. She quickly moved the bundle and unwrapped the powder blue blankets. King Birch looked at the sweet face and tuft of sandy blond hair on his newborn child, and then gazed down. Myra was not lying; it was a girl. He glared back at his most trusted servant who still didn’t look at him but re-bundled the baby. He thought that the expression on her face was one of apprehension but wasn’t sure because in all the years he’d know her, he’d never seen her intimidated. Then King Birch’s heart jolted as he realized Myra hadn’t lied outwardly to him. She had never said it was a boy. But the blue blankets had spoken for themselves.

      “The queen, sir,” Myra begged as she felt the urge to explain herself, “she was bleeding out and there was nothing to be done. I’ve seen it before.” Myra looked at the queen’s limp figure and then to the baby. “And, well, it was her wish, sir.”

      King Birch was frozen in place, his eyebrows dancing as he thought through the moment.

      “I panicked, sire,” her voice quivered. “It’s just that I sent for her doctor and learned that he had died, or had been killed. And after that attempt on your life last month…”

      “There was no attempt on my life!” King Birch bellowed. “It was an accident while hunting, that is all.” His tone closed the door on the topic and Myra bit her lip.

      Myra had heard from her brother, who was on the royal guard, that the king had run a man through with his sword on their last hunting trip. King Birch claimed that the man had stumbled into the blade as he approached to get a closer view of the etching on the grip, but Myra had never heard of such a thing. There had been hunting accidents that involved the bow and arrow at long range, but never accidents with the sword. She could only assume King Birch didn’t want anyone to know that someone had come so close to threatening his life. There was trouble in Fontanasia, but Myra George knew King Birch well enough not to point it out twice in one night.

      Myra pursed her lips and then continued. “In either case, I didn’t know what else to do but deliver the baby myself.” Myra rambled on. “She wanted a boy so badly, I didn’t see the harm. It was her dying wish after all.”

      Myra was regaining her typically unshakeable composure as her rant ran out of steam. She paused to make eye contact with her old friend, the king. “And I didn’t know you were going to come in and announce it to everyone before I could change the robes to the pink.” Not one to push blame on others, she stopped herself. “I am at your mercy, sir.” She sighed heavily as she half bowed. She’d have tipped all the way to the ground in sadness and regret but for the baby still tucked in her arms.

      King Birch coughed and Myra could see that he was swallowing hard and trying to suppress his grief and disbelief. She gave him a moment, and then stepped forward, handing him his young daughter. Seeing King Birch so weak caused Myra’s voice to shake. “Your princess, my king. Avalon Hall.”

      The king let Myra place his daughter in his arms. Such a large man, the baby covered barely one tenth of the king’s chest. He sat with her for a few long moments, taking in her smell and her striking black eyes. He remembered his daughter Zaria constantly sleeping as a baby, and was surprised to see Avalon so alert.

      There was a brisk knock at the door followed by muffled voices. “King Birch!” He recognized the voice of Counselor Robert. Myra moved to unlock the chamber door, but the king shook his head and cleared his voice.

      “One moment,” he bellowed causing the baby to jump. And then softer, “Sorry, my princess.” King Birch’s eyes never left his daughter as he crept toward a chair and sat. Myra remained frozen. She hadn’t been nervous around King Birch since they had first met as children. Back then, she was still unsure how to address royalty, and he was still unsure how to accept a bow. Now, she was anxious for the lie she had facilitated and the predicament the king was in because of it. She had never been good at silence, but she waited the long minutes as the king drew in the sight of his baby. The king’s face continued to undulate between sadness and joy, never resting for more than a few seconds between the heights of both emotions.

      “But I dreamt you would be a boy,” he quietly scolded the blue bundle in his arms. “I dreamt it.”

      The color ran out of Myra’s face.

      There was another knock at the door and a muffled, “Sir?”

      King Birch clenched his jaw and closed his eyes, his body tense but for his hands which held his daughter with reverence. The staff had to check on him, he knew. He was their king and doors were not locked to them very often. But if he’d ever needed a moment to himself, this was it. He rose and slowly handed the baby to Myra. Then he moved to the door, his grief turning to anger, and his patience well-tested. He flung open the oak monstrosity and grimaced with his lips pressed closed over his teeth.

      “I am fine, you can see.” King Birch swept his hand in front of his body. “I need some time with my family.”

      If anyone was prepared to speak, they lost their courage quickly. Myra could see the king’s men begin to bow as he shut them out with the slam of the door.

      “Birch,” she called him as she had when they were children and did so now seldomly when they were alone. “You have a daughter, not a son. This is a girl; there is no getting around it.”

      “I dreamt it was a boy, last night,” he stated.

      Slumber for most descendants of the Hall family was a black void, but for some, when they did dream, it was a rare night vision of something that would happen the next day. When Birch was twelve years old, he’d had his first dream the night before his birthday, and the next day when he saw his birthday gifts, he already knew what was inside each package. When he was thirty-nine, he’d had a dream that he was at a dance and spilled his drink on the most beautiful woman in the room. The next evening he did accidentally spill his drink, and in turn met his future queen. And dreaming is how King Birch had learned of his wife’s passing before it had happened. When he awoke this morning, twenty miles from home on a hunting trip, he knew already that he would have a son. He closed his eyes and remembered his vision vividly: the blue robes perched on his wife’s chest, the light smile she mustered to have given birth to an heir to the throne, the way her head fell forward into death as she admired her son. As the memory from the night before played over and over, King Birch realized he had assumed it was a boy in his dream because of the blue robes. Nothing had to be said, the evidence was there. He had also known that Queen Samantha would die, and as he rode straight away like the devil back to the castle, he had already begun to grieve the imminent loss of his wife. For there was nothing he could do about it. When he dreamt, his dreams always came true.

      King Birch could not fault Myra for wanting the queen to be happy in her last moments. He was actually content that Samantha was allowed to die with her wish fulfilled and some joy in her heart.

      Myra watched as the king took the baby to the window. The sun was setting and the sky was painted a bright red. It took a tidal wave of emotion to make either cry, but Myra could again see a tear on King Birch’s cheek as she wiped her own away with her apron. Long moments passed before King Birch broke the silence.

      “She has to be a boy.” His huge hands engulfed the newborn.

      “You can’t keep that kind of secret,” Myra softly protested.

      “I can and I will. And you will, too,” King Birch commanded.

      “And who else?” Myra begged. “Princess Zaria? Prince Hawker? Counselor Glenn?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Myra. Counselor Glenn has been my acquaintance as long as you have, but many years have passed since we saw eye to eye. He is half the reason I am in this predicament.” Myra didn’t ask what the other half was as her face blushed candidly.

      “So,” she stated slyly, “you have heard the way he talks about you and the crown.”

      “I have no time to debate politics with you now, Myra. Please, I am asking you for your help, and for your silence.”

      There was no need for him to ask, her alliance was always his. She simply nodded.

      “Zaria will know. She is only six, but she is Avalon’s sister and they will be close. Avalon will need Zaria. She will need both of you.”

      “And Prince Hawker?” Myra asked hesitantly of the king’s half-brother. “The queen didn’t like him and didn’t trust him.”

      “He is my brother.”

      “Half-brother,” Myra muttered. “And his mother was a witch who never liked you.”

      “That is true, but Hawker is my brother and has always stood by me.”

      Myra didn’t even try to stifle a loud huff.

      “You’ve never liked Hawker.”

      “He lit my skirt on fire when I was ten, and you didn’t see the evil look of pleasure on his face!”

      “He was a boy. He probably liked you and meant to get your attention.”

      “Well that he did, and I will never turn my back on him again.”

      Myra could see King Birch deliberating and thought it best not to press her luck. She stood quietly waiting.

      “No,” King Birch finally whispered. “Hawker is my brother, but I will not tell him. I am afraid this is too big of a secret to ask anyone to keep.” King Birch looked to Myra, and she returned to him a look of supreme confidence before holding her fingers up to her lips and turning an invisible key. Then King Birch looked into his daughter’s black eyes that matched her mother’s. He touched his nose to hers. “Samantha should be your proper name, after your mother.”

      The air inside the room was crushing, its heavy intonation rippling the future. When the king looked away, Myra’s sharp jaw set as she clenched her teeth, knowing that although she did not agree with King Birch’s decision to announce his daughter as a son, she would help her friend, her king, at any task, and would take his secret to the grave.

      King Birch didn’t notice Myra bow to take her leave and slip out the side entrance to Zaria’s room. All of his attention was on his baby girl as he talked tenderly to her. “I am going to teach you everything that I can. I will protect you, my daughter, until the end of my days.” For a long time, Birch stared out at the darkening sky as it began to fade to gray and night emerged, and he weighed his choices one last time.

      He could still change the blue robes for pink and let everyone know that Avalon was in fact a girl. Those close to the queen knew that Samantha’s one wish was to produce an heir, and her friends would fully understand that the lie upon her deathbed now allowed Queen Samantha to rest in peace. If King Birch decided to do this, Avalon would be raised a princess like her sister Zaria, and life for his girls would go on naturally.

      This should not have been a difficult decision, but he had announced that he’d had a son, and King Birch was certain that the moment he emerged from the room with a daughter, Counselor Glenn would have him brought up on charges of treason for trying to dupe the whole of Fontanasia with an heir to the throne. King Birch didn’t think that anyone else in Council would challenge him, but he could no longer be certain of the depth of Counselor Glenn’s reach and what power he might wield if able to trap the king in a lie.

      King Birch did not like believing this of the man who had been his dearest friend when they were young men. His own naïve faith in those around him had brought him to this uncertain moment. He had announced that the baby was a boy because he’d seen it in his dream, but he couldn’t tell the whole truth about his dreams because no one but Birch, Hawker, and Myra knew about the Hall’s dreams of the future. It was a family secret that Birch was not willing to give up. As conflicted as he was at this second, he knew that he had already committed himself.

      “Your mother has passed. I don’t know why that had to happen, but it did.” King Birch’s eyebrows pressed together in a stilted line as he whispered to his daughter. “I had a dream last night that she would die, just as I had a dream that you would come. Just as I was sure you would be a boy by the blue robes your mother held you in.” Everything he had seen so clearly less than a day earlier was obscured behind a cloud of uncertainty now. King Birch spoke without distinct direction, and Avalon was not bothered by her father’s tender tone. The king was working things out loud for his own conscience.

      “There are deceptions at play here, Avalon, lies that are spreading their slow poison. I need a foothold.” King Birch looked straight at her when he said this, trying to explain to a child who did not yet know the meaning of the words. “Your life has scarcely begun, yet your fate is already changing, Avalon.” Before this day, King Birch had not cried in three decades. Knowing he would lose his wife and now looking into his daughter’s face had caused him to expose his heart several times in mere hours.

      “I will lie to you, my daughter, but only once, and that lie comes now.” He cleared his throat. “You, Samantha Avalon Hall, you are my son.”
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      “It’s time,” Myra George announced as she returned through the side door from Zaria’s room carrying a bundle of blankets. As nanny to the king’s six year-old, Zaria, she had checked on her young charge and instructed her subordinate that she should remain close for the evening. Then she ran an errand no one was to know about.

      Myra was an old friend to the king, but the four decades bond they held before tonight had paled in comparison to the tie that was now building by the minute.

      “I am not sorry that I lied for Queen Samantha’s sake, God rest her soul…” Myra trailed off. “I want you to know that I understand why you have to do this, but I do not agree. Avalon will be confused when she is old enough to know that she is not a boy.” The entire time she spoke, Myra was quickly moving about the room. On sight, her tall, bulky frame kept her from appearing very polished, but her every movement held a purpose and in turn she looked graceful in her work. She placed her bundle of blankets on the bed and removed a silk robe from the queen’s trunk.

      King Birch’s eye caught the bundle. It had moved.

      “I suppose, if she takes after you, she will grow to understand that her people need her. They need her to be a boy now, as they will need her to grow into a king.” Myra continued her chore as she rattled on.

      The bundle on the bed made a sound, and King Birch swore he’d heard the gurgling call of an unattended baby. The king didn’t understand where the sound could have come from because Avalon was still pressed to his chest. Myra unwrapped the bundle of blankets she had placed on the bed, and a plump baby boy appeared in front of the king. Myra promptly rewrapped this other baby’s naked figure in the queen’s silk shawl.

      “They’ll need proof, your majesty. You know that,” Myra stated as if that explained everything.

      “She’ll have to understand, Birch. Dare I say, she may not. She may come to hate both of us in time.” Myra’s cheeks were rosy and she sighed deeply as she reached down to the bottom of her white apron and pulled it up over her face, wiping the sweat that King Birch hadn’t noticed until now.

      Myra watched the soft miniature hands curled above miniscule feet, as Avalon lay bundled in her father’s warm arms. The baby’s pointed chin matched her father’s, but her huge, smoky black eyes were all her mother.

      “Have you changed your mind?” Myra asked, all action, but not yet fully committed herself.

      King Birch held his breath as he looked over to the limp body of his queen. Myra had managed to lay clean sheets over the queen and positioned her flat on the bed, her hands folded as though she was resting. Birch grit his teeth. He let the tears to the surface again hoping this release could possibly heal the heartache, but it didn’t. Queen Samantha lay dead in their bed where she had delivered their new baby. The king wanted to rest with the queen, to spill his emotions out over her. He had been strong all of these years never asking much of her, but he needed her guidance now.

      He knew that the citizens of Fontanasia had already heard the news as the chatter of a growing crowd outside built into the start of a celebration. The Council would be waiting for the king on the parapet above the five Fingers. They would be waiting for the proof that a son and rightful heir to the throne had been born.

      Myra motioned toward the other baby. “My great-nephew, sire. Just please be quick about it before my niece expects him back for feeding.” King Birch allowed the shock to guide him toward Myra. He handed his daughter to Myra’s waiting arms. Myra placed Avalon on the bed and replaced the tiny newborn girl with the silk bundled boy. She swiftly changed Avalon’s wrappings to plain, white cotton in case anyone saw her while the king had the boy. Myra finished the swaddling and in another moment was holding Prince Avalon, looking into the baby’s smoky pitch black eyes, her innate womanly rocking taking over as she settled the tiny figure back to sleep. It was difficult for Myra to believe that this tiny girl was in line to become the next King of Fontanasia.

      And King Birch noticed how at ease Myra was with the baby, as though her entire destiny was to care for children, or maybe this one child.
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      Three stories below the king’s suite, the King’s Council and personal guard awaited the arrival of King Birch for their first look upon the new heir to the throne. Prince Hawker Hall looked down at the crowds of townspeople gathered below. It was not one massive crowd as it was when the castle was first built, but rather four large crowds separated by thick, brick walls that ran down like fingers from the castle to just inside of the city walls. When he first took the throne, King Birch had the walls constructed at the advice of his lead guard, Walthan. There was a small walkway on each wall, enough for men to stand back to back and defend the city if they were ever attacked. From the hills at the foot of the town, the castle looked like the back of a hand running down from the wrist into giant fingers that latched onto the side of the mountain. Hawker found himself annoyed with the Fingers, as they were called. He didn’t understand why his brother had ordered the project completed since Fontanasia was a world on its own, never having even seen one stray stranger in its two hundred years, much less an invading army. He watched now as the arched gates within the Fingers were raised, allowing the citizens to travel easier between the boroughs without having to walk all the way down the hill and around the wall.

      Within each borough, small pyres were being lit as the sky grew dark. The people streamed up toward the castle and began their celebration, the word of the new prince having made its way through the city as the king’s men waited almost two hours for him to emerge with the newborn babe. The rotund Counselor Glenn sidled close to the towering Prince Hawker and smiled.

      “It looks like you have lost your place in line, Prince Hall,” Glenn leered at Hawker.

      Hawker’s nose twitched like a rabbit’s and he laughed, but he did not take the bait. Hawker knew that his position under the crown had always been invalid because his parents had never married. He was shrewd and unaffected in public, keeping his rants far behind closed doors.

      Counselor Glenn pressed on. “The Council is ready to rule Fontanasia, to be the true voice of the people.” Glenn’s eyes came only to Hawker’s shoulders, and he looked up but couldn’t force eye contact with Hawker who kept looking over the counselor’s head at the others gathering on the parapet. “It would all go much smoother if you would be our voice, if you could convince those counselors still devoted to your brother that it is time for a change.”

      “It is time for a change,” Hawker said. His eyes rolled to the sky but just as quickly were back down to the sea of people gathering below. Always calm and diplomatic, he’d eased his jaw almost the very moment he’d begun clenching his teeth. “You must be desperate talking this way. I had heard rumors that you were becoming pompous enough to speak out, and you couldn’t get more brazen.” Hawker leaned forward and held his hands out, noting that Counselor Glenn was talking treason on the King’s own parapet.

      “I will not be your voice,” Hawker answered calmly, a smile curling up at his lips. “Perhaps you have not heard, but my nephew is next in line to be king now. You might have better luck with him. It will be at least a year before he learns to speak though, so you will have to be patient in your plotting.”

      Just then the gaggle of voices on the parapet fell silent as Prince Hawker’s brother, King Birch, moved into view. Hawker turned his back but looked down at Glenn. “King Birch will never concede, and I am sure my brother won’t let you anywhere near the boy, so maybe it is time to lay your plans to rest.” Hawker brandished his cape and moved away to get a closer look at his nephew leaving behind an insulted Counselor Glenn.

      King Birch swept onto the terrace above the crowd, his presence instantly shifting the positions of those waiting. He was holding Myra’s nephew bundled tightly in the queen’s ivory robes, and his brother, Prince Hawker, stepped to his side at once before the King’s Council surrounded them. As a precaution, Walthan and Brick, the king’s first guard, moved in closer behind King Birch and Prince Hawker. Counselor Glenn eyed the small white bundle with an unhidden skepticism.

      King Birch instinctively held tighter to the baby knowing Counselor Glenn must have been seething with rage that his step up to the throne had been postponed by an heir. King Birch looked back over the years of their friendship turned rivalry and wished he had trusted his closest advisors and turned Counselor Glenn out several years earlier. He didn’t want to believe then that Glenn would have acted on any personal ambition, and now, holding this baby, he felt helpless to stop what had begun. To turn Counselor Glenn out now would show weakness. King Birch needed a year or two with a rightful heir to quiet any whisper of change, and to earn back the trust of any counselor who had been willing to listen to Glenn’s urging for the Council to take control.

      Birch concentrated on the baby in his arms. He looked over the front of the parapet, and the scene in the boroughs filled King Birch with hope as the crowd sounded up cheers of congratulations and applause. Samantha’s passing devastated him, but the people of Fontanasia had not heard yet that their queen had died, only that a son was born. It was getting dark now, but the flaming pyres lit the crowd below. The moon over Fontanasia was full and bright, its gleaming points of light glistening like the sun on water.

      “Congratulations, King Birch,” Counselor Glenn greeted, his crow’s nose pecking at the air. Those who knew him well did not think for a moment that he was sincere.

      “Thank you,” King Birch heaved before turning to Hawker. “Brother, meet your nephew, S. Avalon Hall.” King Birch tipped the sleeping baby’s head up on his arm so Hawker could see the face. It was round and pudgy and white as the moon.

      “Congratulations, Birch,” Hawker responded informally. Being brothers, Hawker rarely referred to his brother as King. “A strong boy. He looks like a fighter to me.”

      Counselor Glenn’s eyes squinted and his lips became two thin sticks.

      “Help me, brother,” King Birch said to Hawker, although his gaze was aimed toward Counselor Glenn.

      Hawker moved closer to his brother, his wafer thin frame, though much taller, looked feeble next to Birch’s bulk. He helped the king fully unwrap the queen’s robe, and everyone on the porch could plainly see that the king was holding a boy.

      At that moment, Counselor Nelson stepped to the front of the parapet and took a deep breath in. “It’s a boy!” he rejoiced, followed officially by, “Prince S. Avalon Hall is born!”

      The crowd roared as King Birch cradled the naked boy over his head in his sturdy hands. The baby, chilly and startled by the crowd, began to cry.

      “You are truly blessed,” Counselor Glenn conceded before offering a slight bow as the king wrapped Myra’s nephew back in the robes. An attendant held out her hands to take the heir, but the king held tight.

      “I will take him to our chambers,” the king announced as the attendant melted back.

      “S. Avalon?” Hawker asked. Everyone on the parapet remained silent, and King Birch’s lips pressed tight. He instinctively pulled the baby closer before remembering it was not really his baby in his arms.

      “The ‘S’ is for Samantha,” he said softly to Hawker. Then to his counselors and the guards on the parapet, “Let the people have their night, for tomorrow they shall learn that their queen died giving birth to our son.” King Birch swept past without another word as the mouths dropped on his inner circle’s shocked faces.
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            FIRST COUNCIL

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn spread quickly over the green valleys of Fontanasia. Prince Avalon deftly sprang forward and hit her attacker with her sword causing him to heave forward into a heap on the ground. Three other men lay on the ground around her clutching their sides, and she whipped the air with her broadsword preparing to counter her final opponent. Her smoky, pitch black eyes carved their own line down his figure, and she knew that he was an opponent with which to be reckoned. Metal clanged as they danced around each other; jumping, spinning and stabbing. The others had fallen easier than this, and Avalon pulled in a deep breath of the crisp morning air hoping that her attacker would make a mistake. She had been using a sword for ten years now and had learned that the counter attack was her key to survival.

      She sprung back out of the way of three strikes and then lunged forward herself. Her attacker slapped her back with the blunt edge of his sword as he spun out of her reach. Avalon’s face turned red, but she did not falter. He lunged at her, and she retreated and then side-stepped as he pounced forward into her trap. He overstepped, and as she turned to meet him, Avalon’s blade held still at her attacker’s neck. She did not draw blood though, and after a moment, her attacker made a silent gesture of defeat when he put two fingers on the side of her blade and pushed it away from his skin. Avalon allowed her muscles to relax, making a quick step back but keeping the ever-present composure of the Prince and heir to the throne of Fontanasia. She handed her dull practice heavy sword to the keeper and retrieved her steel broadsword, placing it back on her hip as the other defeated men stood and dusted themselves off.

      “You are ready, Prince Avalon,” her attacker told her as the four men bowed simultaneously. A flower of happiness unfolded inside her chest. She smiled as the men collected their swords and practice packs.

      “The festival is still a month off, Gamon. I expect to see you here tomorrow morning so that I can continue.”

      “It is my honor, Prince Avalon,” the King’s Guard bowed. “I would like to be the first to wish you a happy birthday, and suggest that you might want to skip tomorrow’s practice.”

      Avalon beamed. “As you wish, Gamon.”

      “It is as you wish, my Prince.”

      Gamon was very tall, and his long muscles tied around his frame making him a quick swordsman. Avalon had chosen him as her trainer for his skill and his height. For a boy, she was tall for her age, but Myra told her that girls typically sprouted earlier than boys, and Avalon knew that the boys would soon grow taller than her. She wanted as much experience as possible fighting with those who had a longer reach to be a capable fighter.

      Gamon bowed again, waiting for the prince to move on ahead, but Avalon tipped her head toward the path signaling to Gamon to leave without her. Used to his Prince’s insatiable appetite for practice, he simply nodded and moved off, jogging to catch up with his men.

      With two of the guards looking sharp, although they were long bored with the early morning ritual, Avalon remained in the grass doing footwork drills for the larger part of an hour. She loved to train and felt at home with a sword in her hand, channeling the fierce spark of competition that she had inherited from her father. She was not pretending here, just lunging, retreating, attacking, and enjoying herself. Training was the one place where she felt equal to the men around her because she wasn’t overthinking their actions or wondering if they knew her secret. She was simply allowing her body to do what it knew.

      She stayed as long as she dared, but it was her birthday, and there were rituals that she would not be able to outrun. She looked up the expanse of Fontanasia, built high into the side of the mountain. From the low grass, the castle looked like the back of a hand rested on the steep rock above, fingers ready to curl up and pull the whole of Fontanasia from the mountain. The guards brought her horse forward and together they rode along the center wall. They were in the largest of the boroughs as the road changed from dirt to brick and steepened up to the castle. Each day that she trained with Gamon, she took this same path home, but being in the street made her self-conscious. Food merchants were out preparing their carts and shops for the day, and a group of small boys walked ceremoniously behind Avalon and her guards. The people tipped their heads and bowed low, but they would always look up at her again after she passed by. She knew that they looked because she was the prince, but she worried that they looked because they knew she was a girl.

      She lost sight of the castle in several areas where the shops were tall enough to block out the mountain, but she knew that as long as she was following the center wall up to the castle, she would find the entrance. Avalon had not visited the other boroughs since she was little. Ever since she had started hiding the fact that she was a girl, she couldn’t allow the possibility of being exposed. So she only remembered this one path, this one finger that led her up to the safety of home.

      They made their way to the angled entrance, and Avalon left the guards where the horses could no longer find footing. Her muscular legs took the walkway with even strides as the two Fingers came to a close. She crossed into the castle and climbed three circular staircases to her sister’s room. She hesitated outside the carved, wooden door to the king’s suite. For as long as she could remember, her birthday had always begun in Zaria’s room. Myra George had kept Avalon to a ridiculous yearly tradition, but this year was different because this year Avalon was fourteen. Instead of entering the royal suite, Avalon moved back out onto the parapet and took a deep breath, soaking in her country’s glory.

      Fontanasia was nicknamed Heaven’s Bed by its inhabitants. A green, rolling land bordered on the east by sea, and protected on the west and north where the castle was hugged by a wide, white, rocky mountain, thick mist appeared like feathers a hundred feet above the castle each morning of spring. The city had grown over the decades to house over ten thousand tenants. Six separate boroughs each held their own shops of bakeries and clothing stores, and professional businesses of smiths and carpenters, and homes for all of the families within. The great curving castle was built inside heavy, chalk colored, brick city walls with a secondary wall built two miles away guarding from mountain to sea. The heavy barriers were sturdy and meant to protect the inhabitants in case of attack, but in the over two hundred years of its existence, Fontanasia knew neither enemies nor any other people at all. They were contented alone in their reality, with only the fading tales of their forefathers’ journeys to paint
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