Chapter two

The mid-day sun blazed high overhead. Farren hurried through the fields of wheat to arrive at the family home in time to have lunch with his family. Farren was twenty-five harvests old; a strapping young man with warm brown eyes and long brown hair to match. He lived a typical human existence; he worked the fields from dawn to dusk. He resided in a modest cottage with his mother, sister, brother, and grandfather. The family gathered for lunch every day in their simple home around their pauper’s table. Farren’s mother, Seceli, and his twelve-year-old brother, Joel, tended fields of strawberries, potatoes, and other vegetables that grew close to the ground. His sister, Miranda, looked after vine growing crops of grapes, beans, and berries. Grandfather repaired furniture out of their home.The old man always had lunch ready when the sun was at its zenith in the sky.

  When Farren came through the door his family was already seated and had begun to eat their cold soup and bread. Farren quickly sat in his designated seat. “Hello everyone. How is the day going for you all?” He bit into a hunk of bread.

  Seceli and Miranda exchanged a nervous look. “All is well,” Seceli said in a demure tone.

  Farren was spooning soup into his mouth when he noticed the way the two women were looking at each other. He swallowed and looked to his mother. “What is amiss here? You are sharing secrets with your eyes.”

  Seceli straightened up and looked back at Farren squarely.  “Hector has asked for Miranda’s hand in marriage. This morning he came and spoke with grandfather.”

  “Hector ?” Farren gagged. “Mother you can not be serious. Why, he’s downright repulsive. The morals of a dog-“

    “And he’s young and strong and educated and better off then we are. True he’s no beauty, but he has a certain rugged charm. His father is a foreman and I am sure so shall Hector someday be.”

  Farren glared at his mother then turned to his sister. “What do you think of it, Miranda ?”

  Miranda stared into her soup. “I am going to be twenty harvests old. I have been a burden to this family long enough. It is time for me to wed.”

  “But Hector? I always thought your hearts desire was Joseph.”

  Seceli interrupted. ”Joeseph is a field hand!”

  “I am a field hand!”

  “Farren, where is your prospect for a wife? You are young and strong. You have the eye of many girls in the village. With their dowry you could have a home of your own and many fine sons. Hector is willing to wave the dowry for Miranda.”

  “Are we in such poor finance that you have to marry one of us off?”

  The mother cleared her throat and turned to young Joel who had finished his lunch. “You are excused.”

  The boy got up from the table a little bewildered and walked out of the house.

  The woman knitted her brows. “I am sorry, children, but there is very little to go a long way. Now, Miranda, I know you admire this Joseph, but he is almost ten years your elder and we have a tiny dowry and…well, he could not keep you the way Hector could. Marry Hector and you will not work a day again. No more coming home scratched and scraped and tired and sore.”

  “Sec,” Grandfather spoke up; “if it is all that bad I can go. I can go live-”

“Not another word, father. It would break my heart to see you living in that slum the House of Chios calls a mining village.”

  “No, grandfather,” Miranda said. “You are not going anywhere.”

  Farren finished his soup. “There has to be another way. I could sell my books if need be.”

  Seceli put up her hands. “Unheard of. You have to finish schooling Joel, and maybe someday me. You can read and write my boy. You won’t always be a field hand.  Perhaps you can become a merchant or a tax collector. Save your books.”

  Farren stood up. “When father passed on nine harvests ago, his dieing wish was for me to hold this family together. I am the man of this house now. Hector did not come to me because he knows I can deny him my sister. I want you to think on it, Miranda. You will make the final decision; after all, you have to live with it. I only want your happiness. Father would say the same. Until Miranda has sufficient time to consider the proposal, the subject is closed.” He looked into his mother’s strained and worried face. Gently he put a hand on her shoulder. “I am due for a raise. I will ask for it after work. I will come and get Joel and he can come into town with me. See you tonight.” Farren left the house and returned to work.

  All that day as he cut and tied bundles of young wheat his mind buzzed with thoughts of the lunch conversation. Farren knew that Miranda loved Joseph, but it was not he that had asked for his sister. Hector was spoiled. He womanized with whores. No life for his doting sister. The pleading look on his mothers face burned into his mind.

   At quitting time Farren spoke to his foreman about his due raise. The man was positive about it and said he would talk to their master about it. Farren then went and got Joel and headed into the village for his real reason; to borrow a book from his shopkeeper friend, and to find Hector.

  Farren and Joel visited with his friend for a short while. He borrowed a book of poetry. Love and drama. The drama Farren could relate to, but love just left him puzzled. Farren liked girls and had many fawn over him, but none held his interest for more then a few weeks at a time, or few hours in the tavern. He just figured he wasn’t yet ready to settle and it bothered him not that he still had his virginity. Someday, somewhere he would find ‘her’, he just felt it.

  After a spell, the brothers went into the tavern. Farren bought Joel a sweet milk and an ale for himself. He spotted Hector in a corner with a harlot on either side. Even in a tiny farming community, where there were grunts, there were whores. Farren detested these dirty women in their mannish pants and skimpy tops. He stared at Hector until the man saw him. Hector excused himself from the women and strode over to Farren smiling, hand out. Farren shook and they exchanged greetings.

  Hector cleared his throat and said, “I presume you are here on behalf of your charming sister.”

  “That’s right, I am,” Farren said flatly. “Hector, I am the man of the house. You ask me not grandfather.”

  “So sorry old boy! So, may I marry Miranda or not?”

  Farren despised his lack of respect. It burned him up inside. “Why her?”

Hector was still grinning at Farren stupidly. “ She is beautiful and strong. She will bear me many fine sons.”

  Farren wanted to gag at the thought. “But will you be true to her?”

Hector chuckled, “Hey, what she does not know can not hurt me!” Then he laughed and slapped Farren on the back.

Farren grinned, hiding his building anger. “ We are thinking it over, Hector. I will let you know.”

  “Right!” Hector turned away and went back to the women in the corner.

  “Swine,” Farren muttered under his breath. He gulped down more of his ale and turned to look out the window facing the street. It was then that he saw Joseph go hurrying by. Farren chugged the rest of his ale. “Joel, I will be right back.”

  Farren darted out the door and after Joseph. “Joseph! Wait!”

  The man Joseph stopped and turned to face Farren. He recognized the young man, but he really didn’t know him. “Farren? Why do you hold me?”

  Farren came up and stood before Joseph. “I wish to talk to you on behalf of my sister. I need to know if you have any intentions toward her.”

  Joseph raised a brow. “Why do you ask? Has the girl implied that I have done something inappropriate? I assure you that I have not.”

  “No, no. It is not that way. You see, another has asked for her hand in marriage. I assume that you would be her first pick of husband. I see you have eyes for each other. Is it your wish to ask for her hand in marriage?”

  Joseph hung his head for a moment before facing Farren. “In truth I have nothing to offer the girl. My home is simple. I work long hours, and I am still unsettled about having any children. I understand Miranda has a small dowry. Now, that bothers me not, but the girl will have to work still for some years to come so that we may rest in olden age. In our times together she has said things about wanting to have children.” He sighed. “Let me have a talk with the girl. I will let you know within a few days.” As an afterthought he added, “She wanted me to impregnate her. I know she is unhappy at home.Do not let her do anything foolish. Tell her to wait for the morrow. I will see her then. Good eve.” Joseph resumed his walk in the opposite direction.

  Farren was a bit surprised to hear such intimate details about his sister. He returned to the tavern and collected Joel. The pair started off for home.

  Suddenly, up and coming through the village was a carriage all aglow in the twilight. A majist driver in hooded black robes whipped a team of white Clydesdale horses onward. The brothers gaped at the spectacle. “Come on, Farren,” Joel squeaked. “Let’s go tell mama!” He took off running through the fields of wheat taking the shortcut home.

  Farren tightened his grip on the book. His chest pounded with excitement. “Yes,” he whispered. “What a marvel.” Farren did not notice the green stone he wore on a piece of leather cord around his throat had begun to glow ever so lightly.

  Farren caught up with Joel and the two ran home at top speed. Joel burst through the door of the house yelling, “Mama! Mama! The majists are coming! They’re in the village!”

  “What is this?” their mother questioned.

Farren panted, “A majist carriage. We saw it coming into the village.”

  “It was golden and all lit up by shiny lanterns and…and…”Joel babbled.

“Yes, yes Joel,” mother soothed. ”That must have been quite a sight.’

  Grandfather now entered the conversation. “A majist carriage in human territory? That could spell trouble for some poor unlucky soul. Trouble I tell you.”

  Just then from outside came the whinnying of horses.

  Farren turned, as he was closest to the door, and opened it wide. All in the house froze at the sight outside. The majist carriage was parked in front of their humble home.

The family stood stunned for just a moment, then fell to their knees in obedient submission. Two majist men in blue robes stepped from the coach holding a red rolled carpet between them.  With no words spoken the two elder men released the binding on the rug and let it roll out.  It stopped just short of the front door.

  The coach door swung open once again. An even older majist clothed in deep red velvet stepped gracefully from the coach. In his right hand he held a scroll of parchment sealed with blood red wax. He walked down the carpet and up the few steps to the door. His tall figure loomed in the doorway. “Farren of the House of Windsor,” the majist bellowed.

  Farren quickly got up and rushed to drop at the supreme ones feet. “I am Farren of Windsor, sir, “Farren answered.

  The elder brought the scroll before him and broke the seal. He unrolled the parchment and read these words: “ ‘Farren of the House of Windsor, you are now called to duty, vowing your servitude to the Majst High Priest. His most honored lordship shall take counsel with you three moonfalls from this night. Nor be with you.’ That is all.”

  Farren heard his family gasping behind him. A fright wrapped around his stomach. “It will be done, your Excellency,” Farren replied to the majist man.

  Without another word, the elder turned on his heel and returned to the coach. The majist servants nodded to the family, rolled up the carpet, and boarded the coach as well. In a flash the driver snapped his whip above the heads of the horses. The coach was off like lightning down the road.

  The dumbstruck peasants did not rise from their knees until the coach was out of sight. Joel leapt up first crying and screaming hysterically, “Farren's gonna die!” The boy ran to the brothers’ bedroom slamming the door behind him. Miranda got up immediately and ran after Joel.

  By now the adults were on their feet. Grandfather bowed his head. Seceli wept into her hands. “Oh no. Why my Farren? Why my son? Nor, why?”

  “Enough out of all of you,” Farren chide. “A summons to counsel is no death sentence have done no crime. Surely there is another explanation for all of this.” He sighed deeply.

  “The boy is right. We can not panic. For all we know this could be the blessing that this family has been waiting for,” grandfather soothed.

  In a practical manner, Farren turned to his family. “Mother, you pick up my pay and use all of it to get whatever you may need. I hope I will not be gone very long. I wish I knew what this is all about.”

  Grandfather stared silently and knowingly at Farren for a long moment.  “Prepare a pack for the journey, my lad. You must leave here tonight. Right now.”  

  “Will you be all right without me?”

  “We will, Farren,” his grandfather assured him. “You have important work to do now.”

  Begrudgingly, Farren packed his best clothes in a satchel along with a few days bread and water. Sadly, he kissed each family member good by. As he parted he shouted over his shoulder, “Hector gets no answer until I return.” His final request spoken, Farren ran off into the growing, deep night.

  Racing to meet his destiny.

