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 The Black
Storm

 


It grew suddenly dark in the Royal city of Asmara in
the Kingdom of Zamara. Loud claps of thunder and bolts of lightning
shook the city time and again. Zamarans crossed their fingers and
huddled in their bedrooms. Fear showed in their eyes since they
believed the sudden change of weather to be an omen. They knelt and
prayed for blessings on their families and on the King and Queen.
They knew that the Queen was heavy with child.

In the Royal Palace, King Garvan was worried as
well. At the same time his wife Queen Nefer took in with labor
pains, darkness, thunder and lightning invaded the city and the
Palace. The King paced up and down in front of her bedroom filled
with concern. Was the weather an omen of a coming event? Was it a
good omen or a bad one? Was the omen about the birth of the Royal
baby?

The tall, well-built, handsome King, with wide
shoulders, red hair and green eyes, had been married for nearly two
years before the Queen became pregnant. The monarch, in his early
thirties, wanted a son since, according to the law of the land,
only a male child could inherit the Throne of Zamara. On the other
hand, he would have been delighted with a daughter. The Queen was
young and she could bear many more children. What was uppermost in
his mind was why the sudden, black storm with a thick black cloud,
began exactly the same moment as Queen Nefer’s labor pains.

In her bedroom, the Queen lay in her bed racked with
pain. Sweat ran down her long, blonde hair, over her forehead and
glistened on her face. She felt movement inside her. She screamed
aloud from joy and pain, her dark blue eyes showing pain more than
joy.

King Garvan heard the painful screams and stopped
pacing. He bowed his head and covered his face with his hands. He
felt sadness for his wife but yearned for the birth of their
child.

A loud clap of thunder followed by lightning shook
the Palace. A black storm cloud hovered outside the window of the
Queen’s bedchamber.

A brief period of silence followed. The King looked
towards the bedchamber.

Loud screaming and wails of many voices shattered
the silence. The King recognized the voices as being those of the
Queen’s midwives and maids. Then he heard loud weeping and sobbing.
It was more than he could bear. He fell in a faint to the
floor.

Two midwives and two maids ran out of the chamber to
give the King the news. They saw him lying on the floor. They
lifted him to his feet and fanned him with a large feather. His
eyes opened and he looked about him. He recognized the maids.

“Give me the news,” he asked them, “give me the
news! Is the baby born? Is it a son or a daughter?”

While the others bowed their heads, the chief
midwife with tears streaming from her eyes told him in a hoarse
voice filled with grief, “Your Majesty the baby was stillborn.”

The King grabbed the hair on his head and tugged it
as if trying to pull it out. His eyes bulged and then sound came to
his mouth. “What was it, a boy or a girl?” he asked.

“It was a boy, Your Majesty,” the midwife said.

The King gave a long, shrill shriek. He ran to the
wall and pounded on it. The women held their distance.

After some time, the King regained his calmness,
turned and spoke again.

“And how is Her Majesty?”

“Sad, mournful and grieving but in good health, Your
Majesty,” the midwife replied.

“Take me to her,” the King ordered.

The King and the women entered the bedchamber. The
Queen was lying in bed while a maid wiped the sweat from her
forehead. Her long hair was spread across her pillow. Her hands
were by her side gripping the bed sheet. Her chest was heaving up
and down. Her blue eyes were sad. Her beautiful face was pale. She
lifted her tired eyes to the King.

“There is no need to say anything,” the King urged,
“I have already been told what has happened. I will make all the
arrangements for the burial of our son. We are both sad and
depressed but we must take joy in the fact that we are both young
and you can have many more children.”

A smile from the Queen greeted the King’s words.
“That is so true, my love, and I look forward to bearing you many
fine sons and beautiful daughters,” she replied.

The King walked to the bed and held her in his arms.
He kissed her on her forehead and passed the palm of his hand
across her face. She is so beautiful, he told himself.

The Queen fell fast asleep.

The following morning, the news of the stillborn son
spread like wildfire across the length and breadth of the Kingdom.
The people wept and mourned the loss of the heir to the throne.
They burnt branches from olive trees and then sprinkled the ashes
over their heads. They also cast the ashes into the wind which bore
it to the city and over the Palace. It was a peace offering to the
Gods to spare the next Royal son. The offering was related to the
unusual storm the day before which the people considered an evil
omen.

The dead baby was given the name Dervan. He was
buried in the gold-colored Royal Crypt at a private ceremony in the
Palace Ground.

The Palace Ground was expansive, taking in many
acres of land. It accommodated the elegant Palace, the Royal
Stables, a building housing the Guards, a house for the maids and
the Crypt. The huge Palace was made from brownstone and was
semi-circular in shape with many windows and a short spire on the
middle of the roof. It had 20 rooms, including bedrooms, the Throne
Room, the Reception Room, the Dining Room and a Chapel.


 Prince Agravan and the
Sorcerer

 


In a grey-stone castle named Perilous, located in
the forest south of the Kingdom, the mood was different. Standing
in the tower at the top of the castle, splendidly dressed, was the
King’s only relative, his brother Prince Agravan.

The Prince was attired in a buttoned-down, high
collar, long-sleeved tunic with golden epaulettes and gold buttons.
He wore a coronet over his long, well-combed brown hair. His silk
tights were braided with golden threads. He wore long red boots
that reached above his knees. On the fingers of his right hand were
rings with gem stones of many colors. Dark brown eyes, a long nose,
and thin, cruel lips decorated his narrow face. The Prince was all
smiles.

Standing next to him was a tall, thin man wearing a
long, purple robe with silver buttons down the center. His
crimson-colored boots were pointed upwards at the end. On his head
he wore a round, black, top hat with a red emblem resembling the V
of a scythe on the front. His hair was black and so were his eyes
under thick, bushy eyebrows. His nose was short and flat and his
lips bulbous. He had long, fat hands and on the middle finger of
his left hand was a huge ring with a black stone set in it. On the
stone was engraved the same emblem that was on his hat. He was the
sorcerer Jezrabal, an adviser to the Prince. On his left shoulder
was perched a vulture with red, flesh rings around its long neck.
In his right hand was a tall, witchcraft staff, black in color. The
sorcerer’s face, like that of the Prince, was all smiles.

Prince Agravan moved his index finger in the air and
drew a coffin. “Well the unhappy King has been denied an heir,” he
said loudly.

“What a joyful pity,” replied Jezrabal, “moreso
since you remain the next in line to the throne of Zamara.”

“And maybe there will never be any son born and you
will be there at my coronation,” added the Prince.

“The sooner the better, especially if the King
suffers an untimely death,” said the sorcerer laughingly.

The Prince clapped his adviser on his shoulder and
the two headed towards the stone steps leading to the dining hall
of the castle. The vulture flew off towards Asmara.

 


During the next three years, the Queen bore two
daughters. The elder was named Princess Alina and the younger
Princess Alana. Two years later, the Queen conceived again.

The midwives gathered at the Palace on the
13th day of the month that year, the day the Queen was
expected to deliver. Brilliant sunshine filled the city and the
Palace. Birds of many colors, perched on the trees in the Palace
Grounds, looked up at the sun and whistled. People gathered near
the wide gate of the Palace Wall to hear the announcement of the
baby’s birth and whether it was a boy or another girl.

In the Palace, the Queen was on her bed attended by
her midwives and maids. Her stomach was rising and falling as she
took long, deep breaths. Two maids were on either side of her,
fanning her expectant but pain-filled face.

The King, as he was used to doing, paced up and down
outside the bedroom. He did not know exactly when the birth would
take place. He began his pacing from early morn.

He glanced through the window and saw the rich
sunlight which bathed the city and the Palace. A smile broke out on
his worried face. He recalled with anguish the stormy day on which
his son was stillborn. Somehow, he and his people considered the
weather that day to be of evil design. Strange, he thought, it
never happened when his two daughters were born. He never mentioned
the weather or his thoughts to his beloved Queen. Deep in his
heart, he hoped and prayed for a sunny, bright and wonderful
day.

At noon, the Royal Steward announced that lunch was
ready. The King declined. He had no relish for food while his wife
was in labor and he himself was in a state of high anticipation for
the birth of a son.

A sharp, long cry vibrated through the Palace. The
King stopped in his tracks. It was the cry of the Queen. A maid put
her head through the bedroom door and said, “The Queen’s labor
pains have begun, Your Majesty.”

No sooner has she spoken when a black storm cloud
appeared from nowhere in the sky and girded the city. It shut out
the rays of the sun and cast the city and Palace into darkness.
Candles were hastily lit in the Queen’s bedroom and throughout the
Palace.

The sky suddenly erupted with deafening claps of
thunder. Frequent bursts of forked lightning flashed in the
darkness. A black storm cloud and lightning moved quickly over the
Palace and near the Queen’s bedroom. It started to rain heavily.
Soon the black cloud surrounded the Palace.

The black storm was a rude awakening for King Garvan
from his happy mood. His pacing had taken him to the far end of the
Palace. Fear for his wife and child gave wings to his feet as he
walked swiftly back to the Queen’s bedroom. The door was closed. He
stood and waited impatiently while the frightening weather outside
continued unabated.

The bedroom door was suddenly pushed open. The head
midwife walked through, holding her head down but the King could
see teardrops falling to the floor.


 Queen Loses another Boy
Child

 


“Oh no! Not again! Tell me good midwife, not again,”
spoke the King in grief and anger.

“I’m afraid so, Your Majesty, it was a male child
and it was stillborn. It seems Your Highness that Her Majesty the
Queen, for whatever reason, is unable to deliver a male child
alive,” said the midwife with sadness and but with respect.

The King swooned and fell to the floor. The midwife
called the maids for assistance and between them they took the King
into the bedroom and laid him on a couch on the far side of the bed
where the Queen lay asleep.

The maids looked through the bedroom window with
eyes staring. The storm had stopped as suddenly as it had begun.
Brilliant sunshine returned once more to the city and the Palace.
Doves perched on the window’s ledge began to coo.

The Queen and the King unexpectedly opened their
eyes at the same moment. Queen Nefer turned her head from side to
side looking for her child. “Where is my child?” she asked, “is it
a boy or a girl?”

Her tearful husband walked to her side, sat in the
bed and embraced her. He kissed her forehead, her two cheeks and
her lips. As best as he could, he told her the sad fate of the
baby. They both burst into tears and hugged each other. The
midwives and the maids joined the chorus of weeping.

Across the country and in the city, the sad news had
spread. In fact, when the stormy weather erupted without warning,
the people once again took it as an ill omen and crossed
themselves. It was no surprise to many that the baby was a boy and
it was stillborn. Evil was afoot, they whispered to one another.
They again performed the ritual of the olive branch ashes. Perhaps
it was time, the people said, that the law be changed so as to
allow a female to ascend the Throne. There were two Princesses and
there was therefore no good reason why the elder should not be made
the Ruler of the Kingdom since it was apparent that the Queen could
bear no male heirs, many claimed.

“What about Prince Agravan,” asked some, “he is in
line for the Throne as the only brother and male relative of our
good King?”

“No way,” the multitude shouted in anger, “he is
evil and cruel. And his adviser is that no good sorcerer Jezrabal.
We will suffer under his rule. We prefer a Queen to rule us rather
than Agravan.”

The stillborn child, named Prince Marvan, was buried
the following morning in the Royal Crypt. The King was present but
the Queen could not bear to attend. There was mourning throughout
the Kingdom.

At Castle Perilous, Prince Agravan and the sorcerer
Jezrabal were all smiles.

“The fates are with us,” said sorcerer, “and they
have decided that no one shall ascend the Throne of Zamara but you,
Your Royal Highness.”

“So it has been decided, so let it be,” replied the
Prince.


 Royal Heir Must be
Male

 


When the official period of mourning was over, King
Garvan summoned a special meeting of his National Council of
Advisers. The Council consisted of representatives, chosen by the
people from every district in the Kingdom. Prince Agravan was not
chosen by the people of his area. The meeting convened in the
Council Chamber of the Palace.

“Gentlemen,” said the King, “I have called you to
this special meeting today to seek your advice on a most important
matter that touches on the rulership of our Kingdom. As you know,
our beloved Queen has been unable to give birth to a son. Twice now
our sons have been stillborn. In the event that she is unable to
give birth to a son, the question of who will ascend the Throne of
Zamara when I die must be considered. Do you, wise men think that
in the event that there is no son, our eldest daughter Princess
Alina can ascend the Throne when I have passed away? Please feel
free to speak frankly.”

The statement of the King was greeted with silence.
Members of the Council looked at one another in embarrassment and
doubt.

The silence was broken by the oldest and wisest
adviser on the Council.

“Your Majesty,” he replied, “I think that we all
would personally love, in such a situation, to see Princess Alina
ascend the Throne. What we would love to see, however, is of no
import. What is supreme is the law of the land. No man, not even
the Royal Family, is above the law. We, each person in our Kingdom,
must respect and observe the law. If there were no laws, chaos will
take over our land and eventually our Kingdom would come to ruin.
The survival of the Kingdom is vital to all our lives. Changes of
one law will create demands for changes of many more laws and that,
Your Majesty, could destroy the law abiding nature of our people.
And besides, Your Majesty, there is a male heir in line to the
Throne. He is your brother Prince Agravan. He may not be very well
liked but we must honor the law and abide by it. I say these words,
Your Majesty, not with offence nor with ingratitude, but out of
respect for the law and the future of our Kingdom.”

The other members of the Council nodded their heads
in assent.

There was sadness on the King’s face.

“Gentlemen, you have spoken. You are right, of
course. My question was the result of my personal feelings. As the
King of the land, it is my duty to see that the law is respected
and upheld. I am aware that there is ill feelings among my people
against Prince Agravan but we have to all hope and pray that the
burden of rulership will bring changes in him for his good and for
the betterment of our nation. Thank you so very much for your sound
advice and I shall be guided by it.”

“Permit me Your Majesty, if you please,” said the
old, wise Council member, “to make an observation which is most
important to the matter at hand. My colleagues and I have talked
about it many times and we agreed that the terrible storms that
took place in the city at the same time as the birth of the two
Princes were not normal. They began suddenly at the time of birth
and they ended suddenly after the birth. When things are not normal
they are suspicious. Also, Your Majesty, when such abnormal events
occur suddenly one after the other in such peculiar circumstances,
they are not acts of nature. We believe that there was some evil
afoot that caused the Princes to be stillborn. That is our belief
but we do not know it to be a fact. I speak on behalf of my fellow
Council members when I say we advise that, when Her Majesty, the
Queen, is pregnant again, and we certainly hope she will be, you
should visit the Fairy Julietta who lives in the woods in the
eastern part of the Kingdom and seek her counsel.”

The sadness left the King’s face. A wry smile took
its place. “Thank you very, very much, my wise and learned friend.
What you have said is true. I myself considered the storms an evil
and strange event. I too was amazed by the fact that they began as
soon as the Queen’s labor pains began and ended immediately after
she gave birth. And they occurred only when she was about to give
birth to boys. They definitely were not normal and therefore not
natural. I shall follow your sound and wise advice.”

Heartened by the advice, the King went immediately
to the Queen and told her what was said at the Council meeting. A
smile broke out on her face but it was ringed with sadness. Hope
brings a new spirit to the tortured mind, muttered the King to
himself.

“My dear,” he said, “please let me know, with the
greatest possible speed, as soon as you become pregnant again so
that I may immediately seek the advice of the Fairy Julietta.”


 King Visits Fairy
Julietta

 


Early one morning two years later, the Queen told
her husband that she was with child. “I believe that I am more than
six weeks pregnant,” she advised.

The King immediately summoned the Captain of the
Palace Guards to his presence.

“Captain Behar, do you know the woods in the eastern
part of our land?”

“Indeed I do, Your Majesty,” replied the
Captain.

“Do you know where in the woods lives the Fairy
Julietta?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, I do. She lives in a small red
cottage in the middle of the woods, next to a pond whose water is
gold in color,” the Captain answered.

“Very well then, arrange for my horse to be ready
for the journey. I would like you and another guard to accompany me
to the Fairy’s cottage. We will leave here within the hour,” the
King ordered. Captain Behar bowed and walked quickly away.

Mounted on his white steed, the King and his Palace
guards rode swiftly through the city to the eastern part of the
Kingdom.

As they rode past the villages along the way, men,
women and children stood outside their homes and waved small palm
branches. In about three hours, the Royal party reached the woods.
The Captain led the way and guided the King to the Fairy’s
cottage.

The King was awed by the simple but beautiful
cottage. It had a V- shaped roof made of sawn logs and painted
purple. The four walls of the cottage were made
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