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Book 1 Rassula and Cwyn Annatyr 
 

Chapter 1 - Gord 

 

Rassula felt weary from walking and wanted to rest somewhere for a few days. The city 

seemed like a good place to stop. She did not know of it until it appeared, as if by magic, when 

she crested a hill. Rassula knew magic was bullshit, and therefore the city was real, albeit 

unknown to her. She felt curious. 

Rassula liked getting curious, almost as much as she liked having sex. She only had sex 

with people she was curious about, a double pleasure. 

She arrived long after sunset, stood outside the closed city gates, and called on them to 

open. They didn’t move, although they should have. Rassula had power over gates. They liked 

her and had always opened for her, until now.  

She became more curious. What are these gates hiding? she wondered. She thought it 

might be danger, disease, or a new lover. Rassula could handle any of the three possibilities, 

although she would prefer a new lover, if given a choice. She was a healer, so she could handle 

disease, too. Danger was always the worst possibility, but she dealt with that when she had to. 

Rassula sighed, sat down, leaned her back against the city wall, and waited for dawn. She 

assumed the gates would reopen and she could enter. After some time passed, she grew bored 

and sleepy.  

Just as she was about to nod off, the gate creaked open. Rassula sat up and waited 

expectantly. A child emerged through the opening and looked around. Rassula didn’t know what 

to do. Should she speak and startle the child or wait until the girl noticed her and then say hello?  

“Oh, there you are, Rassula! Finally! My father got tired of wondering where you were 

and sent me to look for you.” 

“You know who I am?” Rassula asked, baffled. 

“Of course. My father talks about you all the time.” 

“I’m afraid I don’t know who your father is, child.” 

“My name is Sarah. But you already know that.” Rassula felt even more confused. 

“Sarah, I’ve never been here or seen you before.” 

“Oh, but you have. He told me all about you, and described you perfectly. I think he’s 

still in love with you, but he won’t admit it.” 

“Um, who is your father? What’s his name?” 

“You mean you don’t know? He said you would know as soon as I told you who I am.” 

“And who are you; besides Sarah?” 

“Your daughter.” Rassula didn’t know what to say. She didn’t have a daughter, as far as 

she knew; or a son; or any children.  

“My father had today’s date marked on the wall by his bed as long as I can remember. 

He’s waited nervously all day. He even made dinner and straightened up the house for you.” 

“So he really knew I was coming?” Rassula asked, mystified. Sarah nodded. “But I didn’t 

know I was coming,” she protested. “I didn’t even know about this city. It just appeared when I 

reached the top of the hill. It’s not on my map. I’ve never heard of it - um, what’s its name, 

anyway?” 

“Gord.” 

“Funny name.” 
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“Well, that’s rude,” Sarah replied, frowning. Rassula barely saw her in the moonlight. “I 

mean you have a funny name, if you think about it.” 

“Rassula is a perfectly good name!”   

“And so is Gord!” Sarah replied, resentfully. Rassula liked Sarah. She was feisty. If she 

had a daughter she would want the girl to be feisty. 

“You’re right. Sorry I reacted the way I did. I’m just confused. I know I’ve never been 

here before, though.” Rassula’s denial didn’t seem to bother Sarah. 

“Well, you’re here now, so please don’t keep my father waiting. He’s prepared 

everything for you; even his bed.” 

“Oh, he has, has he?” Rassula replied, smirking. This was getting interesting. “Well, I 

guess I’ll have to come in now, just to find out who your dad is, won’t I?” Sarah offered her hand 

and led Rassula through the opening in the gate. It swung closed after they were inside.  

Sarah led her through deserted streets. Gord seemed like a peaceful, sedate, orderly city 

where people slept at night and worked during the day. Not like some places Rassula visited; 

those were the opposite. Residents were rowdy all night and lethargic all day with hangovers or 

guilt. Rassula never stayed long in any of them. She didn’t like those places and wondered how 

they survived. She already liked Gord. 

Rassula didn’t recognize the man Sarah brought her to; there was a brief awkward 

silence. “This is my dad, Jared,” Sarah said, finally. “But you knew that, didn’t you?” Rassula 

didn’t reply. She was no longer certain what she did or did not know, or what she had been led 

into.  

“Rassula, Rassula, you haven’t changed a bit,” Jared said, excitedly. She wondered if she 

should smile and pretend she knew who he was, or wait until she learned more about this weird 

encounter. 

“Hello, Jared,” she replied, cautiously. As soon as she greeted him Jared moved to hug 

her tightly. He pressed his entire body against her and she felt an erection. Jared must think he 

knows me pretty well, she thought.  

She was right. Jared knew her very well, and remembered, vividly, every inch of her 

body. They spent many delightful hours in bed when she lived with him ten years ago. Rassula 

didn’t know this, yet. Jared couldn’t wait to remind her. 

Sarah bustled over the stove and then brought Rassula a bowl of aromatic soup. “You 

must be hungry,” Sarah said. “It’s not much, but father told me it was your favorite, so I made a 

big batch.” 

“Um, thanks. It smells delicious.” 

“It tastes even better,” Sarah replied, proudly and Rassula liked her even more. She took 

a spoonful of thick soup, raised it to her mouth, blew softly to cool the steaming broth, and then 

sipped. Jared watched her every movement and nearly fainted when she pursed her lips 

sensuously to blow. Rassula was starting to like him, too, if only because he seemed to be lusting 

for her.   

“You’re right, Sarah, it is tasty. What is it?” 

“I’m not allowed to tell you. My father said it’s an old family recipe.” 

“Oh? Well, maybe I can persuade your father to tell me, later,” Rassula teased. Jared 

hoped ‘later’ meant ‘sooner’ and resolved to send Sarah to her room as soon as Rassula finished 

eating.  

Sarah offered a slice of bread. “This is special, too. It goes great with the soup.” 
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“Special - like you, Rassula,” Jared added, shyly. Sarah rolled her eyes at her father’s 

shameless flattery. Rassula smiled at both of them as she sipped her soup. His urgency was 

starting to excite her. It had been a while since she was with a man.  

Since she stopped in this town because she needed to rest from her travels, she might as 

well take advantage of all the relaxation the visit had to offer. Jared was a comely offering. 

Rassula couldn’t guess his age, but he seemed healthy, fit, and eager.  

He was no young stud, but possessed the quiet assurance of an older, wiser, more 

experienced lover. She did not care who his experience was with. That was none of her business, 

but she wanted to find out what his experience had taught him.  

She preferred older lovers, anyway.  They took their time, unlike young lovers who 

seemed more interested in their own performance than they were in romance or suspense. It 

wasn’t that Rassula liked to be wooed; she didn’t play coy games; she liked lovemaking with 

someone who was calm, centered, focused, enjoyed himself, and wasn’t out to impress or 

overwhelm her.  

Rassula also liked to connect with her lovers on more than a physical level. She liked 

orgasms to come from deep within, and build slowly through all the many levels of being. For 

her, sex was a celebration of the mystery of life, and she wanted to make it like that for her 

partners, always. Jared seemed as if he could prove to be someone she would enjoy celebrating 

with. 

“Would you like more?” Sarah asked, as Rassula finished the last spoonful.  

Rassula shook her head. “No. That was perfect. You know, I almost fell asleep outside 

your gate. I’m still weary. Would it be all right if I went to bed now?” 

“Of course,” Jared said enthusiastically. 

“I’ll just clean up later, if that’s all right, Dad?” Sarah said.  

Jared nodded. “Of course. You must be tired. It’s well past when you usually go to bed. 

Go on up. I’ll get Rassula settled in.” 

“You want me to show her to the room?” 

“No. I’ll do it. Good night.” 

“‘Night, Dad. I love you. ‘Night, Rassula. I’m glad we finally met. I’ve heard so much 

about you, but I don’t think you’re anything like he told me you would be,” Sarah said as she 

walked toward the stairs. 

“Good night, Sarah. Thanks for the wonderful soup.” She listened as Sarah climbed the 

stairs and then turned to face Jared. “Told her I would be…? What did you tell her? How do you 

know me?” 

“You really don’t remember? How is that possible?” 

“I don’t know, but it’s true.” 

“It’s a long story. You sure you want to hear it now? It’s late. We could just go to bed 

and I could tell you tomorrow.” Rassula liked that he said ‘we’ instead of ‘you.’ 

“Bed sounds good. Where’s the guest room?” 

“Um, there isn’t one. This is a small house. I, um, was sort of hoping you would…you 

know…want to… um… sleep with me - but you don’t have to. Not if you don’t want to. I can 

sleep down here.” 

“Oh, no. It’s all right. But I really need to sleep tonight. I’m worn out from being in the 

wilderness for such a long time. So I need to just sleep. Would you be all right with that?” 

“I’d be delighted. Would you be all right with me sleeping next to you?” 

“I’d like it. But I should warn you - I snore.” 
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“Oh, I remember. I used to love hearing you.” His comment endeared him to her even 

more.  

“Well, all right then. Where’s the bedroom?” 

“You really don’t remember? You lived here for just over a year.” 

“No, I don’t remember this house, this city, or you. I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t apologize. We can get acquainted all over again.” 

“That we can; but not tonight. I hope you can wait.” 

“I’ve waited ten years. One more night is no problem.” 

  

Rassula awoke, yawned, stretched, and felt disappointed she was alone in Jared’s bed. 

Deep sleep reinvigorated her and she had dreamt of lovemaking. Her disappointment lasted a 

few seconds until she noticed an enticing aroma drifting up from the kitchen. She guessed Jared 

or Sarah, perhaps both, was preparing a special breakfast, and immediately felt hungry.  

Sleep wasn’t the only thing she neglected when she roamed the wilderness - adequate 

nutrition was also elusive. Rassula liked that they were keen to feed her well. She sensed 

kindness and love in their eagerness to treat her to good meals, and was ready to please them by 

eating heartily. She dressed quickly, brushed her long hair, and went downstairs. 

The table was laid with nutritious food. Black bread, large eggs, dense porridge, bright 

oranges, steaming coffee, and a sweet treat she did not recognize. “What a wonderful meal. Are 

you expecting someone special?” she inquired playfully.  

Sarah grinned. Jared gestured for her to sit so they could begin. “Lovely food,” Rassula 

commented after she tasted everything they made. “I haven’t eaten like this since I don’t recall 

when. And these treats - what do you call them? They are delicious. Tiny, but with a mighty 

burst of delicate flavors. I detect many sweet spices and enhancements.” 

“They were your favorite,” Jared replied, delighted Rassula enjoyed them but 

dissapointed she did not recall how special they were. He used to feed them to her in bed during 

their nights of lovemaking. She would reward him for his sweet kindness with more lovemaking. 

He’d assumed the treats would remind her of their intimacy. Maybe I should have saved them 

until we were back in bed, he thought. Maybe then she would have remembered how special they 

- and I - were ten years ago. 

Jared never stopped loving Rassula. They made Sarah together because she wanted to be 

made, and wanted to come into the world. (That was what Rassula told him, anyway, and he 

eagerly complied.) But three months after Sarah’s birth, when Rassula felt certain the infant was 

healthy and whole, she engaged a wet nurse and told Jared she was leaving to resume her 

wanderings. She promised she would return ‘when Sarah needed her’ and gave Jared a date, but 

did not say what Sarah’s need would be.  

In the ten years that passed Jared’s feelings went from yearning for Rassula’s return to 

anguish about what could happen to Sarah to make her need her mother again. He loved Sarah, 

and she was all he had of Rassula. Even if she never returned, his daughter made up for his loss 

of Rassula. He wanted nothing to happen to Sarah ever.  

But he wanted to see Rassula again. As the date for her return drew closer, he watched 

Sarah closely and protected her in every way he could think of. He rarely sent her out alone and 

stayed with her in the house while she cooked or washed their clothes. He was happy to spend 

time with her, and pretended he was only accompanying her so he could tell her stories about her 

mother. Sarah soaked up every bit of information about Rassula. She felt she knew her absent 
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mother better than any of her friends knew their mothers who had been with them every day of 

their lives.  

The only thing she did not know was what Rassula looked like. Jared had no images of 

her and had to describe her from memory, but his memories were colored by the way he knew 

her. He had to be careful to tell Sarah only about aspects of Rassula’s appearance that were 

seemly for a child to know. Jared vividly recalled other things about Rassula only a lover would 

remember; he kept those details to himself and only remembered them when he was alone in bed 

after Sarah was asleep.  

Sometimes he cried as he remembered his lover. He didn’t want Sarah to hear him cry. 

Jared also didn’t want to acknowledge the abandonment he felt after Rassula left. He never 

admitted he wanted to end his life. He did not know Rassula had given him Sarah to prevent him 

from grieving her; her ploy worked. Jared kept going every day because he had to for his 

daughter’s sake, and was happy with her, despite his heartbreak at losing Rassula.  

The ten years had not passed fast enough, but now they were over. Rassula was in his 

home, back with her daughter. He had spent a night next to Rassula again. It was the most 

peaceful and satisfying sleep he experienced in many years; Jared felt better that morning than he 

had in a long time. He wondered what their first whole day together would bring. 

“My father told me Gord has changed a lot since you were here. Would you like me to 

show you around today?” Sarah asked, as they ate. 

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to move after this big breakfast,” Rassula replied, smiling.  

Sarah grinned. “Maybe daddy can carry you,” she joked. 

“No, no. I’ll walk. Yes. I’d like to see the city, especially your favorite places.” Sarah’s 

facial expression darkened and Rassula wondered if she had said something to offend the girl. 

“Or not, whichever you prefer.” 

“Well, I like the library, the square, and the old temple hardly anyone visits anymore. But 

all those were here before.” 

“I’d like to see them, anyway, if they’re your favorite places.” Rassula wondered what 

‘favorite place’ Sarah wanted to keep for herself. Maybe it was one even her father did not know 

about.  

“Great. We can leave after breakfast. Dad said he would clean up, didn’t you, Dad?” 

Jared grinned. “Of course. My pleasure. You two go off roaming and leave me here. I 

have work to do anyway.” 

“What kind of work do you do, Jared?” Rassula asked. 

“I’m a translator. My publisher gets foreign books she wants to publish and I translate 

them for her.” 

“Fascinating! What are you working on now?” 

“It’s a novel that claims to be an ancient sacred text about a wandering philosopher queen 

who has adventures and saves people. I really like it, although I never heard of the author and I 

have no idea where she got the idea for her story.”  

Rassula knew immediately where the story came from. There were places where she was 

something of a legend. People made up stories about her. They attributed exploits and adventures 

to her that never really happened, but they enjoyed telling them anyway. Someone has 

apparently written them down, she thought. I might like to read that book. She didn’t ask what it 

was called or who wrote it. Maybe later she could learn more. She hoped Jared would not 

connect the fictional stories to her. 
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When they met ten years ago, she only told Jared her name, but not where she came from, 

or how she came to be in his city. She made up a story about being a merchant looking for new 

wares to buy, but never went out looking for anything at the markets.  

Jared liked having her all to himself at home, and made the most of her charming and 

sexy presence. He wasn’t a translator back then. He was a carpenter, although not a very good 

one. He didn’t do carpentry for the product, but for the pleasure of working with the wood. His 

prospective customers noticed the joy that went into Jared’s creations and bought them, or 

thought they were ugly, and left them in his workshop.  

He didn’t care either way.  

Jared had little need for money. He inherited his house and made enough income to buy 

simple nourishing foods and pay the low taxes of Gord. He had no extravagant tastes and lived 

comfortably.  

Jared became fascinated with Rassula the moment he met her. He understood right away 

she was not a woman who craved extravagance, and knew lavish gifts, and even the mention of 

them, would put her off. He did everything he could not to put her off, and found he could make 

her happy with simple things like good food, a warm hearth, and the ample bed they shared.  

Jared had been happier than at any other time in his life. He assumed it would never end. 

When she told him she was pregnant he felt certain their future together was assured. He 

hesitated asking her to marry him, and she never mentioned it, either. They went on loving each 

other day-to-day, night-to-night, week-to-week, and month-to-month. Her belly grew and their 

happiness multiplied. 

Sarah’s birth completed them. Rassula was a radiant mother and Jared a proud, doting 

father. Their neighbors envied the couple’s bliss. Jared savored that bliss and assumed it would 

go on forever. Then one day Rassula told him a wet nurse was coming to visit. 

“But your breasts are full of milk and Sarah is a contented baby,” Jared told her. 

“You’re correct, but I am not content, Jared. I need to be moving on.” 

“You’re leaving me?” Jared replied, astounded. 

“Yes - but not because of anything you’ve done, or haven’t done. I’ve been here long 

enough. And I’m leaving you with a wonderful baby that will, I’m certain, grow up to be a 

wonderful child. I’ll come back to check on her, and you, in ten years. I’m certain you’ll both be 

fine until then.” 

Jared did not reply. The love of his life had just shattered his life. He did not know what 

to say. 
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Chapter 2 - Sarah  

 

“Lady, lady - are you alright?” a voice asked. Rassula’s bizarre dream faded and she 

opened her eyes. A girl stood over her. She had a look of concern on her face. The sky was 

bright. The gates were open; people were entering and leaving the city. 

“I…I…must have fallen asleep.” 

“Have you been out here all night?” 

“I guess so. I arrived and found the gates closed and no one around to open them.” 

“They’re never opened at night. You never know what might lurk in the dark.” 

“But I slept here alone and I’m all right, so I guess there’s no real danger, is there?” 

“Maybe you were just lucky,” the girl remarked. 

“Maybe I was.” 

“Look…um…I was heading out, but I don’t feel right about leaving you here. Where 

were you going?” 

“Nowhere in particular. Why?” 

“My family has a small inn. Usually we cater to traveling merchants who come for the 

markets; the last market ended two days ago and we have room now. I could take you, if you 

want.” 

“That would be nice of you.” The girl helped Rassula stand. Her joints were stiff from 

sleeping against the wall without any padding or protection on the ground. She stumbled when 

she tried to walk. “Sorry,” she said. 

“It’s all right. By the way, my name’s Sarah.” Rassula stopped walking and looked at the 

girl. She was not really a girl but almost a woman. Rassula guessed Sarah’s age around sixteen. 

She had a sturdy, strong frame, round face, and dark penetrating eyes.  

“I’m Rassula.” 

“Unusual name.” 

“Is it? I wouldn’t know, since I’ve had it all my life,” Rassula replied. “It seems normal 

to me.”  

Sarah could not tell if she had offended Rassula. “Well, a lot of foreigners come to our 

inn and I’ve heard lots of names over the years, but never one like yours. I like it though. Does it 

mean anything?” 

Rassula knew where her name originated, but rarely told anyone. “It’s just my name.” 

They walked along a few streets and saw some townspeople, but the low level of activity 

made Rassula think it was still early morning. Why was Sarah venturing out at this hour? Where 

had she been going? Had her father sent her to look for weary travelers? Because of the dream, 

Rassula wondered if Sarah had come looking for her. 

They arrived at a small inn. It was a three story building on a street where most of the 

other structures were one or two stories; it stood out, but did not seem out of place. The front was 

a plain whitewashed wall with red doors and big windows on the first floor. Sarah led Rassula up 

the three steps, through the heavy doors, and into the small lobby. It was bright with morning 

sun, and smelled of fresh brewed chai and baking breads. Rassula realized she was hungry. She 

had eaten the last of her food when she waited at the gate last night. She smiled at the aromas. 

Sarah noticed Rassula’s smile. “You must be hungry,” she said. 

“Smells wonderful.” 

“We have an excellent cook who excels at chai and breads, as well as many local 

delicacies.” 
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“Your mother?” 

Sarah’s face darkened. “No,” she replied. “The cook is my uncle Tobias. He’s my 

mother’s twin.” Rassula sensed pain in Sarah’s reply and decided to ask no more questions. 

A man emerged from a doorway behind the small reception desk. “Sarah? You’re still 

here? Who’s this?” 

“Dad, this is Rassula. Rassula, this is my father, Jared. She would like a room.” 

“Delighted. Would you like to be in front over the street or in back over the yard?” 

“I have a choice?” 

“We’re almost empty right now. The merchants have moved on.” 

“Both sound lovely. Which would you recommend?” 

“The street is brighter and not too noisy; but the yard is more restful,” Jared replied. 

“I found her resting outside the gates, so maybe the street would be better,” Sarah 

suggested. “You can get to know the neighborhood.” 

“Excellent suggestion. Street it is, please.” Jared told her the price and asked her to sign 

the guest registry. Sarah took Rassula up two flights to the largest room overlooking the street. 

“You can see more of the neighborhood from here, if you want to,” she explained. It’s 

prettier.” 

Rassula looked out the window and nodded. Sarah hesitated at the door. “Um, do you 

need anything else right now?” she asked. 

“Oh, yes. Some breakfast. Where’s the dining room?” 

“I can bring something up.” 

“That won’t be necessary. I’d rather see more of your lovely inn. I like the feel of this 

place. It’s quiet, calm, and refreshing.” Her praise pleased Sarah; she smiled. 

“You should have seen it a day ago. It was anything but,” she replied. “It gets crazy when 

the merchants are here. But they bring in lots of business, and that keeps us going.” 

“Well, I’m glad I missed them and can enjoy the peace and quiet.” 

Sarah escorted Rassula downstairs to the dining room and then apologized that she had to 

leave. Rassula, enticed by the wonderful aromas, didn’t mind. Uncle Tobias came out of the 

kitchen, noticed Rassula, smiled and asked if she would like bread, eggs, and tea. Rassula 

nodded.  

Her food arrived a moment later. “So fast?” she asked. 

“Sarah told me to have it ready. She said you looked hungry.” 

“Your aromas made me hungry. I can’t wait to eat.” 

“There’s more where that came from, so please ask.” 

“Oh, I will. Thank-you.” 

Rassula dug into the plate of warm fragrant food that tasted of spices she could not name 

and treated her palate to culinary sensations she had never before enjoyed. She was beginning to 

like this place, and thought about staying awhile. 

After she ate she went up to her room, rested in a proper bed for a few hours and then 

went out and roamed the neighborhood. Passersby greeted her, children waved, and young men 

stopped respectfully to ask if she needed directions. Everyone’s friendliness struck Rassula. Her 

experience as a wanderer told her such openness usually occurred only in prosperous places 

where people felt safe, secure, and free of anxiety. She had not found many such places, and she 

felt lucky to have stumbled across Gord, Sarah, and the little inn. 
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She returned to the inn and heard loud voices coming from the kitchen. Rassula 

recognized Jared and Tobias speaking, but could not understand what they were saying. She 

walked into the dining room, cautiously, so she could listen more closely. 

“She’s only a child!” Jared said. 

“No she’s almost a grown woman. You can’t keep her here forever.” 

“But she loves it here. She loves me. She loves you. We’re her family. Why would she 

want to go anywhere else?” 

“You know why, Jared. Because of my sister.” 

“She’s gone, Tobias. I’m certain she’s dead. I hate to think of her like that, but it must be 

true. Otherwise, she would have come back, or at least contacted us somehow.” 

“I’m her twin. Twins know each other. She’s alive!” 

“I know you want to believe that, but I can’t.” 

“Luckily, Sarah doesn’t agree with you. She believes me.” 

“I wish you wouldn’t lie to her. It just makes it worse.” 

“Nothing is worse than losing your mother,” Tobias replied. “No matter how much she 

loves you, me, and this place. There’s a hole in her life where Elyise should be.” 

“Please don’t remind me,” Jared replied, softly. Rassula could tell he might be near tears. 

There was a hole in his life, too. They were silent and Rassula assumed they had finished 

arguing. 

She tried to exit the dining room as Tobias came through the kitchen doors and saw her. 

“Oh, hello. Did you need something? Lunch perhaps?” he asked. 

“No. I’m still stuffed from breakfast.” 

“Oh, all right. Well, let me know when you’re hungry. I have lots more great food you 

can try.” Rassula looked at Tobias. He noticed her gaze and looked down at the nearby table. 

“Um, I couldn’t help overhearing. Is there anything I can do to help?” Her gentle inquiry 

surprised Tobias but he didn’t look up. 

“It’s nothing; just a family dispute. We still love each other.” 

“I can see that. This place shows how much. But you’re all troubled, too. I’m good at 

helping people sort out troubles. If you or Jared needs to talk… well, you know where to find 

me. Right up on the third floor.” 

Tobias didn’t reply. He turned and walked back into the kitchen. Rassula went back to 

her room. The afternoon was quiet. She watched activity in the street through her bright window. 

Rassula wondered if the pleasantness she encountered everywhere was merely a cover for hidden 

trouble in the lives of others outside on the street. Perhaps they were just like the people here 

inside the inn. 

Sarah returned at nightfall, asked about Rassula, and was told she was in her room asleep. 

Jared had checked on her a few times. He felt delighted she was resting in the large bed. He 

suspected she was someone who was not used to sleeping indoors, but couldn’t imagine why that 

might be true.  

Most people that came to his inn were city people who had beds of their own somewhere 

else and stayed in inns whenever they travelled. Rassula seemed like someone who did not travel 

like that. Jared wondered if he was imagining things, but also wondered why she might be a 

different sort of traveler. Maybe she had troubles just like everyone else. He wondered if she 

would stay long enough for him to find out what her problems were. She had already glimpsed 

what his unhappiness was. 
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“I heard your father and uncle arguing today,” Rassula said when she and Sarah were 

alone in the dining room. Sarah didn’t reply. “It seemed to be about you. Is everything all right?” 

“Yes… but, no.” 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

“No… well, maybe. But not now.” 

“All right. Anytime. You know where to find me. My room is lovely, by the way. That 

bed is soooo comfortable. I could stay in it all day. I almost did.” Sarah seemed distracted and 

didn’t smile. “Are you sure this wouldn’t be a good time to talk?” Rassula asked, softly. 

“Not here. Maybe I could bring something to your room around bedtime and we could 

talk then,” Sarah replied. Rassula nodded. 

“Would it be all right if I took a long bath? I’ve been traveling a while and… you know.” 

“Of course. I could wash your clothes if you like.” 

“No, I’ll take care of them. But thanks. Do you have towels?” Rassula asked. 

“I’ll bring you an armload.” 

Rassula went to the bathroom, drew a hot bath, undressed, eased herself into the clear 

water, enjoyed the sensuous wet warmth and tried not to think of anything for a few minutes. 

There was a soft knock on the door. “I have towels,” Sarah said. 

“Please bring them in.”  

Sarah entered, saw Rassula was already in the bath, and felt embarrassed. “Sorry,” She 

said as she looked at Rassula’s body lapped by the wavelets of bathwater. 

“It’s all right. I’m not embarrassed. I hope you’re not, either. Bodies are natural.” Sarah 

couldn’t take her eyes off Rassula.  

“You remind me of my mother. We often bathed together. She was as beautiful as you 

are.” 

“Where is she Sarah?” 

“Nobody knows.” 

“Now would be a good time to talk about her. I’m not going anywhere. Why don’t you sit 

down?” 

Sarah sat on the toilet and looked down. “She left. Maybe she ran away, or was taken 

away. We don’t know.” 

“When?” 

“I was ten.” 

“That’s a long time ago.” 

Sarah nodded. “I still miss her. It’s why I go out on the days we’re not busy. I go to the 

villages and ask about her. I’ve made it to several towns, but I had to run to get there and back in 

one day. My dream is to leave and look for her and not come back until I can bring her back with 

me. But my father doesn’t like it when I go out looking.” 

“Can you blame him?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“What if something happens to you while you’re gone? I think it would kill him.” 

“I never thought of that. My uncle wants me to go. He says he can do more to help run 

this place than just cook. He wants to know what happened to his sister, too. But my father… I 

don’t know if he cares anymore.” 

“I think he cares more than you think. You’re all he has left of her.” 

“Well, I may be enough for him, but he’s not enough for me. I need to know what 

happened to her.” 
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“Maybe someday you will.” 

“But what if I don’t? And what if it’s because I didn’t search enough? I can’t stay here 

and do nothing. I’m old enough now to go out on my own.” 

“I’ve seen more of what’s out there than you have, and possibly ever will. I can tell you 

it’s not safe, and never will be,” Rassula said, sympathetically. 

“That’s all the more reason to go out and look for her. Maybe she needs help.” 

“And maybe she wants you to stay here where it is safe.” 

Sarah stood up defiantly. “You’re just like my father. I don’t know why I talked to you.” 

“I know why you did. And I thank you for talking to me. You can talk to me again, 

anytime, for as long as I am here.” Sarah did not reply. She left the warm steamy bathroom 

angrily and Rassula settled into her bath. She knew the water would cool soon and she would 

have to leave. She did not know when she would be able to luxuriate in a warm bath again and 

felt determined to enjoy every moment. She had done all she could for Sarah, for now. 

 

“So where are you from, Rassula?” Tobias asked, cautiously. Rassula had slept late and 

Sarah was already gone. Tobias kept breakfast warm and served it as soon as Rassula sat down. 

“Nowhere special.” 

“Ah, and where are you going?” 

“Nowhere special.” 

“I see. And what do you do?” Tobias persisted. 

“Nothing special.” 

Tobias looked at Rassula and wondered why her answers were so vague. “All right, then. 

Why are you being evasive?” 

Rassula ignored his accusation. “Why all the questions, Tobias?” 

“Oh, I always question everyone who comes in. That’s how I learn about people and 

places I’ll never see; but they interest me.” 

“Admirable; but I’m not really very interesting.” 

“Oh, I disagree. No one is from nowhere special, or going nowhere special, or does 

nothing special. What are you hiding? Who are you, really?” 

“Just a woman passing through,” Rassula answered, smiling. “Surely you’ve seen women 

passing through before?” 

“Well, yes, but no. Everyone is from somewhere, and is someone. People usually like it 

when I ask about them. You don’t seem to like it. That makes me more curious.” 

“Curiosity is a wonderful thing. Never stop asking questions. But don’t expect to always 

get answers.” 

“I see. Well, forgive my questions. I was only being friendly.” 

“I like friendly people, Tobias. And I like cooks who make good food like you do. I don’t 

like to talk about myself. I’m not hiding anything; I just haven’t got anything to say.” 

Tobias realized their brief conversation had ended. He stood up and took Rassula’s plate, 

fork, and cup. “Nice talking to you. And thanks for the complement.” 

“I meant it. Thanks for the great food. It’s what’s keeping me here. Well, that and your 

niece.” 

“Sarah? What about her?” 

“She’s troubled. She lives with two wonderful men who love her very much but maybe 

she needs to talk to a woman to help her sort things out.” 

“That’s very kind of you.” 
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“It’s the least I can do.” 

 

“My uncle started calling you ‘The Wanderer,’” Sarah said. “‘Take this up to The 

Wanderer,’ he just told me.” Sarah handed Rassula a warm mug filled with a dark fragrant 

beverage. 

“Thanks. I asked for a drink at bedtime. I don’t know what this is, but it helps me fall 

asleep.” 

“No one but him knows what it is.”  

There was an awkward silence. Rassula used the quiet to sip her beverage. “Um, was 

there something else?” she asked. 

“I’m sorry about interrupting your bath last night.” 

“You didn’t interrupt it. I enjoyed our conversation.” 

“Well, I didn’t. I thought about it afterward. I was rude. My parents didn’t raise me to be 

that way. My mother would have scolded-.” Sarah stopped speaking abruptly and her face 

darkened. It seemed obvious the memory of her missing mother pained her. 

“Tell me about her, Sarah.” The girl didn’t answer. She was fighting tears. “You were ten 

when she left, right?” Sarah nodded. “You must have some wonderful memories of her. Tell me 

about them.”  

Sarah shook her head. “I can’t. It’s too painful.” 

“I see. I’m sorry I asked.” 

“I appreciate your asking,” Sarah replied, gloomily. 

“Do you need a hug?” Rassula asked. Without waiting for a reply she opened her arms 

and encircled Sarah, who clung to Rassula and then burst into tears. 

“I don’t talk about her because I don’t want to hurt my father and Uncle Tobias. We all 

feel so lost without her.” 

“It’s good to remember people when they’re no longer here.” 

“That’s just it, I’m sure she’s still alive somewhere. Tobias feels the same way. We all 

feel so helpless.” 

“I understand. I wish I could help.” 

“But you can, actually.” 

“How?” 

“You can take me with you when you leave. I can be a wanderer like you. I can search 

wherever we go.” 

“But I don’t know where I’m going when I leave here.” 

“Doesn’t matter. Anywhere is better than here. I might stumble on a clue or even a trail. 

Somebody out there might know about her.” 

“There are a lot of people out there. More than you can imagine. And ‘out there’ is really 

big. I’ve seen a lot of it, more than most people, but I’ll never see it all. The chances of…” 

“So you won’t take me with you?” Sarah was becoming angry again. Rassula didn’t want 

to provoke her. 

“What would your father say?” Rassula asked, changing the subject. 

“I won’t tell him.” 

“You can’t come with me unless you do.” 

“I’ll just follow you, then,” Sarah replied defiantly. 

“I’ll lose you in an hour. I’m pretty good at disappearing.” 

“I won’t let you.” 
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“Sarah, I understand your pain, and loss, and I would help if there was something I could 

do. I’m sure your father and uncle would do something if there was anything they could do. But 

when someone disappears without a trace…” 

“Isn’t that what you do?” Sarah’s challenge startled Rassula. Had the girl taken what she 

said about disappearing literally? She wondered if she had to disappear from this friendly inn and 

troubled girl sooner than she really wanted to.  

She would move on if she had to, but she didn’t feel ready. There was more to be done, 

although she didn’t know what it was. Perhaps she had to discover a way to help these good 

people find the answers they sought. Rassula didn’t know how she could do that. She would have 

to sleep on it. 

“The drink’s made me sleepy. Do you mind?” Rassula asked, gently. 

“Oh, no, of course not. Sorry for keeping you.” 

“Will you be all right?”  

Sarah nodded. “See you tomorrow,” she replied. She wiped a tear with her sleeve and left 

the room quietly. Rassula almost cried for Sarah and her anguish. She felt certain the child’s 

search would fail and she would probably come to harm outside. But Rassula understood the 

girl’s pain and knew her entire life would be affected by it. It was her turn to feel helpless. 

Helping is what Rassula did on her travels. She had what she referred to as ‘abilities.’ 

Most she had discovered by accident. Some had been suggested to her by others she 

encountered. They were understanding souls that sensed she was different in a gentle, 

compelling way. Some were old women who lived alone in huts deep in the wilderness. Others 

were sages who dwelled on mountains among stately trees and wild animals, and were friendly 

to all. Rassula was like them, but yet she wasn’t.  

The reason she did not answer Tobias’ questions was because where she came from or 

who she was wasn’t important. Nor was it important where she was going. There was no path, no 

destination, only traveling and encounters. Rassula was a wanderer, as Tobias rightly named her, 

but she didn’t know why. She just wandered. 

It was time to sleep and enter the dream world to see what opened before her. She lay 

down and closed her eyes. Tobias’ warm drink soothed her stomach and she relished the memory 

of sipping it. She waited contentedly for sleep and it soon came. She fell into it peacefully, and 

became a different kind of wanderer in a completely unique world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rassula by R. A. Conti 
 

  Page 14 
 

Chapter 3 - On the Road 

 

Jared knew it was inevitable Sarah would leave. He feared his daughter would depart 

alone one morning to search for her mother and never come back. He felt relieved when Rassula 

told him about Sarah’s wish to travel with her. If Sarah went with Rassula she would be safer 

outside the city. Better to be with a seasoned traveler than alone. 

“But she will have to be honest with you, or I won’t take her,” Rassula told him frankly. 

“You and I never had this conversation,” she added. 

“I would be eternally grateful if you take her whether she tells me or not.” 

“No. I won’t travel with a child. If she wants to travel with me she’s going to have to start 

being an adult. The first step is for her to be honest with her father. She owes it to you.” 

“I understand, and agree,” Jared replied, sincerely. 

“I’m sure she will do the right thing. But I plan to leave soon, so there’s not much time. 

And I will not mention it to her again. She will have to bring it up to me. That’s part of becoming 

an adult - facing others and being clear about one’s own motivations and intents.” 

“Do you think there’s any hope she could find her mother?” 

“It is not important what I think, or you, or Tobias. Only what she thinks. She’s young 

and will act on impulse. If her impulse is to go and search, you cannot stop her. But I won’t 

protect her, either. I want you to understand that. I will not be her guardian, only her companion. 

We will be equals, traveling sisters. That’s all.” 

“Thank-you, Rassula,” Jared replied, relieved. “Will you ever come back this way 

again?” 

“I don’t make plans, or schedules, or choose destinations. They choose me. I go where I 

am led. I was led to Gord, perhaps to this very inn, because I was needed here. We both know 

why. When I’m outside the city I will see which way seems the best and follow a new path, but I 

won’t know where I’m going until I get there.” 

“Well, I hope one day your path will lead you back here. Tobias has taken a liking to you. 

I’ve seen how he cooks for you. He never puts as much work into the meals he makes for our 

other guests.” 

Jared’s comment surprised Rassula and she felt flattered. “Really? Do you think I should 

reward him?” she asked, naturally. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Do you think he’d enjoy sleeping with me?” 

Her inquiry shocked Jared. “Are you so casual about it?” 

“I’m never casual but always… open. Like I said a moment ago, I go where I am led, 

wherever I am needed. Perhaps I was led to him. Maybe he needs me. What do you think?” 

“I can’t answer for Tobias. I think you should do what your heart tells you to do.”  

His answer impressed Rassula. She felt Jared had matured along with his daughter. “Is 

that what you will tell Sarah when she comes to you?” 

“Yes. As painful as it will be, I will tell her exactly that. But only because I trust her with 

you.” 

 

Tobias was a sweet, attentive lover, the best kind. He lavished attention on Rassula. She 

drank in his adoration and then returned it multiplied many times. Tobias glowed with passion, 

and Rassula delighted in her effect on him. She did not try to overwhelm him, or get him to 
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amaze her. They found their way to a deep union both felt would remain long after they finished 

their tryst.  

The morning after, Tobias packed Sarah and Rassula enough food for at least a week. 

Rassula didn’t know where he got the energy to prepare the food after they made love most of 

the night. She thought she had worn him out. He certainly wore her out.  

Tobias knew he would never see her again, and did not care. He didn’t want her again, 

but he did want her to remember how good a cook and lover he was. Once night with Rassula 

was enough for him, and he felt grateful. So did she. 

 

“What just happened?” Sarah asked, panting breathlessly. Her heart was still pounding 

from fear. 

“Um, I think we avoided trouble,” Rassula replied, calmly. 

“Yes, but how?” 

“I guess those robbers changed their minds.” 

“Robbers don’t just ‘change their minds’ Rassula, unless they decide to do more than just 

rob someone. They could have done much more to us, if they wanted to.” 

“Obviously, but they didn’t.” 

“But why, Rassula?” Sarah asked, still jittery. 

“You want to go back and ask them?” Sarah shook her head as she tried to calm her 

breathing. “Neither do I. Let’s just keep walking, shall we?” 

“But… but… they were going to steal our food, maybe steal something else, maybe rape 

us and beat us, maybe even kill us,” Sarah replied, almost hysterical again. 

“But they didn’t. Will you please get over it? It’s a pleasant day. Let’s just enjoy our 

walk. It’s nice to be on the road again.” 

“You’re entirely too calm for someone who almost just got robbed and maybe killed.” 

“No, you’re too agitated for someone to whom absolutely nothing happened.” Sarah gave 

up arguing and walked alongside Rassula. They kept to the side of the road. Sarah focused her 

attention on trees hoping to spot other would-be robbers, rapists, or murderers before they 

jumped out and accosted the women.  She didn’t see anyone, and relaxed her vigilance after a 

few moments. Then she started thinking about what almost happened. 

“You did something to them, didn’t you?” she asked, accusingly. “What did you do?” 

“Absolutely nothing. Can I help it if they changed their minds? Maybe there was 

somewhere else they had to go to rob or kill.” 

“No, they circled us. They threatened us. They tried to unwrap my cloak. One of them 

tried to kiss me. They took the food bags, opened them, and looked inside.” 

“And then they closed them and handed them back to us. And we moved on. End. Of. 

Story.” 

“You did something to them! I’m sure of it.” 

“You and I stood there helplessly. Did you see me do anything? No, you did not. Because 

I didn’t do anything.” 

“Yes you did,” Sarah insisted stubbornly. She felt certain she was on to something. “It 

was some sort of magic. It had to be. I just know it.” 

“Magic is bullshit, Sarah. I’m surprised a smart girl like you would even suggest such a 

thing.” 

“It’s not bullshit! I’ve read about it in many books.” 
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“Yes. Story books. Fiction. Along with unicorns, dragons, pixies, and lots of other 

imaginary beings. Like I said - bullshit.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Because if there was such a thing as magic, I would know it.” Sarah had no idea what 

Rassula meant, and she didn’t elaborate. They walked on silently. No one else bothered them the 

rest of the day. 

 

“Um, it’s getting dark. Is there an inn nearby?” Sarah asked nervously. 

“I don’t know. I don’t recall being on this road before.” 

“Should we look for a house, then?”   

“Why do you ask? Are you tired of walking?” 

“Well, no. But I would like to spend the night somewhere safe.” 

“We are somewhere safe,” Rassula replied, calmly.  

Sarah looked at her, alarmed. “But we’re out in the open… and night is coming… along 

with animals that only come out at night. What about the danger?” 

“There is no real danger. It’s all in your mind.” 

“But I’ve read about creatures in the woods-.” 

“In those storybooks? Yes, I know. But the woods are perfectly safe. The creatures are 

our friends.” She thought about adding ‘it’s the humans you have to worry about’ but didn’t want 

to frighten Sarah unduly. Rassula could handle both animals and humans so she was not worried. 

“So what do we do? Just stop at some point, lie down, and go to sleep?” 

“I was thinking of eating first. I sleep better on a full stomach.” 

“Well, I sleep better in a bed inside a building.” 

“I understand your concern. You’ve lived in the city all your life. But the real world is 

outside the cities, not inside them. You’re in the real world now. You’ll have to adjust to it, or 

just go back to the city and give up your search.” 

“No!” Sarah replied defiantly. “I’m not giving up. Not after just one day, anyway. I’m 

just not used to traveling.” 

“Give yourself time. You’ll get used to it. You’ll see how safe you really are. It’s the 

cities - well, most of them, anyway - that are dangerous.”  

“Look, if it’s a problem with money, I can pay for us to sleep somewhere at an inn or 

house.” 

“Oh? You have money?” Rassula asked, feigning surprise. It was Sarah who was about to 

be surprised. 

“Yes. My father gave me all he had. Everything you gave him, plus what he saved.” 

“Really? Did you see this money?” 

“Well, it’s in a pouch I’m wearing.” 

“Can you show it to me?” 

“Sure.” Sarah turned, reached inside her skirt and brought out a small leather pouch. 

“Here.” 

“Open it.” Sarah untied the pouch and pulled the opening wide. “Look inside.” She 

looked inside, but couldn’t see anything. She opened her palm and turned the pouch over so she 

could empty the coins out. There were none. 

“What the-?” 

“What’s wrong?” Rassula asked, smiling. 

“It seems to be empty.” 
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“Seems to be, or is?” Rassula asked, smirking. 

Sarah shook the pouch. It felt heavy, as if it held coins. She pressed the bottom to turn it 

inside out. Nothing came out. “It is empty, I guess. I can feel coins inside. But I can’t see them. 

So where are they, Rassula? What have you done? More magic?” 

Rassula grinned. “Again with the magic? It’s empty, Sarah. If it had been full, the robbers 

would have found it under your skirt and we might both be dead right now.” 

“But it was full. I felt it. I feel it now.” 

“But your eyes don’t lie; it’s empty. Close it up. Money is useless out here, except to get 

you hurt or killed. You don’t need it.” 

“So now what?” 

“Now we leave the road. There’s a cave up on the hill above us. See it? Nice place to 

spend the night. We’ll sleep well there. You won’t even miss your bed.” But Sarah was already 

missing her bed, the inn, her father, Uncle Tobias, and Gord. She was stubborn, however, and 

refused to allow herself to think leaving with Rassula was a mistake.  

But perhaps it was, she worried. Maybe I wasn’t ready. Maybe I’m too young. Maybe my 

mother is dead, as my father believes, and searching would be futile. Maybe I should just try to 

sleep, like Rassula is doing. 

 Perhaps she might be able to soon fall asleep, if only Rassula would stop snoring. 

 

“I take it you’ve never traveled this road before in your searches,” Rassula asked as they 

started their second day of walking. 

“No. I went in other directions.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe it was just a feeling.” 

“Intuition is good. More people should trust it.” 

“Why did you choose this road?” Sarah asked. She hoped to gain some insight into 

Rassula, who fascinated but also frightened her. 

“Intuition. It’s how I choose most roads.” 

“Don’t you get lost?” 

“Never happens. There’s always something to find, even if I don’t know what it is until I 

find it. I’m not like you.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know what - or should I say who - you’re looking for. I’m not looking for anything 

or anyone.” 

“So you’re just a wanderer, like my father said.” 

“If you say so.” 

“But aren’t people supposed to have a purpose?” Sarah asked, reflectively. “Shouldn’t we 

travel for a reason?” 

“Reason is highly overrated. It can only get you so far. Then you have to rely on intuition 

and instinct, plus other abilities for which there are no words.” 

Rassula’s comment puzzled Sarah. “For someone who seems to like words, I’m surprised 

to hear you say that. Are words failing you now?” 

“There is no failure or success with words. They are what they are and they do what they 

do. They have limits, and if you know what they are you will be happy.” 

“Are you happy?” 
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“I am neither happy nor sad,” Rassula replied. She didn’t intend to seem vague or 

mysterious, but that was how Sarah heard her reply. 

“Then what are you?” Sarah asked, frustrated. 

“I am Rassula. Haven’t you understood that yet?” Rassula said, and then paused as she 

thought about their relationship. “But, we’ve only known each other a short time, so I guess you 

haven’t. That’s all right. For now.” 

Sarah thought about asking if Rassula knew who she (Sarah) was, but decided against it. 

Rassula would probably just give her another puzzling reply. Sarah didn’t like feeling puzzled or 

confused. She felt clear on her purpose for leaving home. Find my mother; or find out what 

happened to her, at least. And then go back and tell my father and uncle Tobias so we can all 

have peace. Simple. 

Rassula would have cautioned her nothing was ever simple. Then she would have added, 

as an afterthought, ‘but then again, everything is, really; it depends on how you look at it.’ That 

sort of comment might confuse Sarah even more, Rassula thought, so I’ll just shut up.  

“So how do you plan to search for your mother?” Rassula asked as they walked their 

second afternoon together.  

“I haven’t told you much about her. Did my father or Uncle Tobias?” Rassula shook her 

head. “Well, she was beautiful, unique, and unforgettable.” 

“There are lots of beautiful women around. Some people even think I’m beautiful.” 

Rassula suddenly recalled her night with Tobias. She felt certain he would have agreed. He acted 

as if he felt that way. Sarah was only a sixteen-year-old girl, and she likely didn’t know much 

about lovemaking. Rassula respected her innocence, and didn’t mention her impression of 

Tobias. She felt pleased, however, that she could still feel him a couple days after the delightful 

night they spent together. 

“Oh, it wasn’t only that she was beautiful. She was, to me, of course, because she was my 

mother. And to my father because she was his wife. But she wasn’t what others described as 

beautiful.  

“They told me she was unforgettable. It was something about her eyes, the way she 

looked at people. She had a penetrating, sympathetic gaze that opened people up. I was only ten, 

so of course I didn’t know any of this. But it was how people described her when I started asking 

about her in the neighborhood. Everyone remembered her, even if they only had a casual 

encounter with her. They all mentioned her eyes and what they saw there.” 

“What did they see?” 

“Most of them couldn’t say. They said it was the way she looked at them. It was as if she 

was really there with them and they were the center of the world, like no one else had ever seen 

them - really seen them - before.” 

“Strange. I wish I could tell you I ran into someone like that. I would probably have 

remembered her, too. But I never have.” 

“Well, I’m sure someone has, and they might recall where and when, and I can track her 

down. It’s all I have to go on.” 
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Chapter 4 - The Monastery of the Dead 

 

“Have you noticed anything strange?” Rassula asked. 

“Like what?” 

“People. We’ve been walking for three days and we haven’t seen another soul.” 

“You’re right. I hadn’t realized. Why do you think that is?” 

“I don’t know, but it worries me. You know Gord better than I do. Did you ever hear any 

rumors or reports about what was east of your city?” 

“Nothing. We had all kinds of merchants come through but no one ever mentioned this 

area. I never thought it unusual, but maybe it was.” 

“Unusual? I think that’s an understatement. There has to be a reason.” 

“But there’s a road. It must go somewhere.” 

“True, but it’s not in very good repair. Maybe it used to go somewhere people wanted to 

go but they don’t anymore,” Rassula observed. 

“So, should we turn around and go back and take one of the forks we passed?” 

“We go on. I’m curious, now.” 

“Should I be worried?” 

“As long as you’re with me, no.” Sarah felt fortunate she was traveling with Rassula, 

even if neither knew where they were going. But she worried she would learn nothing about her 

mother if they encountered no other travelers, towns, villages, or even houses. What if there was 

nothing but a desolate road through the wilderness? She wondered whether she should turn back 

alone. However, she had come too far to try to go back on her own. 

They saw a cliff pocked with caves ahead. Rassula suggested they pause to study the 

caves before they went closer. They scrutinized it carefully. There was no smoke from cooking 

fires, no people bustling about, and no domestic animals. The caves seemed abandoned.  

Rassula wanted to explore further. She suggested Sarah stay back to wait for her, but the 

girl was too scared by the unfamiliarity and desolation of the place to want to be separated from 

Rassula. She tagged along. 

Rassula cleared her mind and sharpened her senses. Sarah followed and tried not to 

distract Rassula. They approached the base of the cliff cautiously. Not only did it seem as if no 

one was there right now, it seemed no one had been there for a long time. There were clear signs 

people had been there once, however. They found carved items, some made of bone, others of 

wood. There were tatters of fabric and metal objects they assumed were cooking utensils.  

“What is this place?” Sarah asked. 

“More correctly, what was this place?” Rassula replied. 

“Was it some kind of village? It seems big enough to house many people.” 

“You’re right. But it looks like they left in a hurry. Why?” 

“Animals? War?” Sarah suggested 

“There are no signs of war - no corpses of humans, or animal carcasses.” 

“Sickness, then? Some kind of plague?” 

“Still, no corpses, no skeletons.” 

“Just emptiness,” Sarah pointed out. She worried she ought to feel afraid, but didn’t know 

what she should be afraid of.  

“And a strange feeling.” 

“You feel something?” Sarah asked hopefully. 

“I do.” 
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“Well, I don’t. What do you feel?” 

“The emptiness has weight. It feels like emotional weight, but I can’t be sure.” 

“Have you ever felt anything like it before?” 

“No, and that’s what worries me. I’ve been many places in my travels, but none like 

this.” Rassula paused and looked around. “I think we should go inside one of the caves and see 

what we find, but we’ll have to be on our guard. Something isn’t right about this place.” 

They walked toward the closest opening and stepped into the dark interior. There was 

enough light to walk forward, but they couldn’t see much detail. “We need a torch,” Rassula 

said. 

“I could make one from the wood and cloth outside,” Sarah suggested.  

“Good idea. Let’s go back out.” They left, found wood, and wrapped it with cloth. “This 

will do for a short while,” Rassula said. She turned away from Sarah and the cloth burst into 

flame. Sarah did see Rassula bring out matches, but she felt too nervous about going inside the 

caves to mention it.  

They turned and went back in. Their torch brightened a corridor that led deeper into the 

cliff. Rassula walked cautiously. Sarah followed guardedly. “There’s light up ahead,” Rassula 

said after they had walked for a minute. They came to the end of the cave and looked down at a 

cavern. Neither woman could believe what she saw. 

Daylight from the openings in the cliff lit the cavern. “Those openings are not just caves, 

they’re windows,” Rassula said. 

“Look down there. There are people sitting on the floor.” 

“I see them. They’re not moving, but it’s dim in here and I can’t see why. Let’s go down, 

but stay close and be ready to turn and run if I tell you to.” The admonition did not make Sarah 

feel any better about being there. She gulped nervously and followed Rassula as closely as she 

could. 

As they got closer to the seated figures Rassula’s torch started to illuminate them. “These 

aren’t bodies,” she said, shocked. “They are skeletons.” 

“Should we leave now?” Sarah asked, ready to panic and run. 

“No. But we should continue very carefully.” They drew closer. The skeletons were all 

seated cross-legged. Their hands were folded in their laps. “Why, it looks as if they were 

meditating,” Rassula said, puzzled. 

“What’s meditating?” Sarah asked. 

Rassula ignored Sarah’s question. “Either they sat here and died, or someone arranged 

them this way,” Rassula replied. 

“You are correct,” a voice said from the shadows.  “They are meditating. We are a 

community of monks.” 

“You mean you were a community of monks, don’t you?” Rassula asked, perplexed. 

The speaker ignored her comment. “I am the last monk. I am their caretaker.” 

“What happened to them? How did they perish? Who did this to your community?”  

He ignored her, stepped out of the darkness, and confronted them brandishing a weapon. 

“Why have you desecrated this holy place?” he demanded threateningly. 

“We did not know it was a holy place. We are travelers seeking a place to shelter for the 

night.” 

“Travelers? You must be crazy. Nobody travels this way anymore. There’s no reason to.” 

“What is this place?” Sarah asked haltingly. She wasn’t certain she wanted to know.  
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“We are the Sentries of Serenity. We bring peace to this place, and warn travelers away 

from this domain.” He paused and nodded toward the seated skeletons. “Even in death they 

meditate,” he cryptically said.  “But I fear it no longer has an effect.” 

“Did it… before?” Sarah asked. 

“Oh, yes. We stopped many travelers from entering the evil domain of Cwyn Annatyr. 

We also kept her from advancing past our barrier. She tried to overcome us, but she failed, 

until…” 

“Until what?” Sarah asked, nervously. 

“She beguiled one of us to her service by promising she would build a greater monastery, 

populate it with more monks, and give him the role of supreme monk. She said the new 

monastery would embody peace and be a beacon to the world. It would be famous, and the head 

monk would be remembered for all time.” 

“What happened?” 

“The monk she tricked was weak and vain. He wanted fame and renown. But he found 

out she planned to kill all the monks and destroy the monastery. He would be the only one left 

alive, condemned to remain here as punishment for what he did. He tried to stop her plan, but it 

was too late. She sent her agents in to poison the water. All the monks died in a day. Then Cwyn 

Annatyr left the head monk in charge of the Monastery of the Dead.” 

“Where is this monk, now?” Rassula asked, although the answer was obvious. 

“Right here,” he said quietly. “She told me to preserve the place as a warning to others 

who might attempt to defy her. The beacon of peace will forever be a peace of death. I have done 

as she asked. Not for her, but for my brothers, whose deaths I caused. But I yearn to join them. 

Our efforts at peace failed. There is no righteous reason to live.” 

“Who is this Cwyn Annatyr?” Rassula asked. 

“The correct question may not be who Cwyn Annatyr is, but what. She is the ruler of a 

vast domain that stretches from here to the sea. No one may leave. Unsuspecting travelers may 

enter, but they become trapped. I suspect she might be more, or less, than human. No one knows 

where she came from or how she came to rule us.” The monk paused as if he was thinking. “You 

must go back where you came from before she discovers you are here, or it will be too late. 

Leave now, before night falls. Her powers seem to be greater in the darkness.” 

“No, we’re staying tonight, and then we’re moving on tomorrow. We will find out more 

about this Cwyn Annatyr.” 

“You will die trying. She is ruthless.” 

“We will survive. We are not ruthless, but kind and compassionate. Kindness and 

compassion always triumph. Surely as a monk you must know that.” 

“Maybe they do triumph in the realm you came from, but not here. Please go before it is 

too late for you.”  

Rassula ignored his urgent warning. Sarah could not. “We don’t have to go on. My 

mother couldn’t be here. We should look elsewhere for her.” 

“Where can we sleep?” Rassula asked. The monk pointed to one of the higher cave 

openings. It was already growing dim as night approached. 

“Anywhere up there. They are safer from the animals that sometimes come around. But 

you are making a big mistake. You will regret it.” 

“I doubt that,” Rassula replied, softly. “I think we are exactly where we need to be.” 

They found a cave that seemed clean and free of debris. It had dripping water and a 

smaller opening. “We’ll stay here,” Rassula said. Sarah nodded reluctantly. She learned in her 
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three days with Rassula that once she made up her mind, no one could change it. Sarah resigned 

herself to getting little sleep. If wild animals didn’t threaten them, the creepy caretaker monk 

might. 

 

Bright sunlight and the soft sound of Rassula moving about the cave woke Sarah. “Oh, 

good, you’re awake. Slept well, I see.” 

“Yes, but I don’t know how. I was so frightened.” 

“Fear is so flimsy. It shouldn’t concern you. You’re with me.” 

“If you say so. Where’s the monk?” 

“I don’t know. We’ll say good-bye to him before we leave, and thank him.” 

“Thank him? What for?” 

“His kindness. His story. His truth. Here’s something I learned in my years of wandering, 

you can always get people to tell you the truth about themselves if you show them you are no 

threat to them. You must always be honest, and then they will be too.” 

“Well, I didn’t really have to know what he did here. It’s too horrible.” 

“I’ve seen worse. Get up and eat. We have to go.” 

They descended from their cave into the bizarre cavern and found the monk waiting for 

them. He still held his spear. Rassula thanked him and wished him well. He told her not to leave 

yet. 

“I see you are a woman of great compassion and good will. Will you do me a favor?” he 

asked. 

“What is it? You need food? We could leave some.” 

“No. I don’t need food. I need to be with my fellow monks.” 

“But you are with them.” 

“Yes, I’m trapped here, but I want to be there.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Cwyn Annatyr ordered me to preserve the place as a warning to others who might 

encroach on her domain. I have done as she asked. Not for her, but for my brothers, whose 

deaths I caused. But I yearn to join them. Our efforts at peace failed. There is no righteous reason 

to live. Cwyn Annatyr has forbidden me to take my own life. Will you take it from me?” He 

handed her the end of the spear and pointed the tip at his heart. 

Rassula brushed the spear aside, gently. “Maybe the reason she forbade suicide is so that 

you can atone for what you did,” Rassula replied, bluntly. She felt deeply moved by the story. 

She had seen similar monasteries, other sacred places, and met many holy beings in her travels. 

Such places were essential to the sanity and stability of the world. Eliminating them, as Cwyn 

Annatyr had done, was a grave offense to all of Creation.  

In a flash of insight, Rassula understood the purpose of her trip into this realm. She did 

not relish her new knowledge. Rassula feared for herself, her future, and the future of the world. 

She also knew she could not turn away. She walked out of the cavern. Sarah followed her 

closely. She couldn’t wait to get out in the bright sunlight and far away from the tormented 

monk. 
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Chapter 5 - The Carnival of Despair 

 

They walked alone on the road for a day, slept on the ground that night, and continued 

walking the next day without seeing anyone else. Neither woman had any idea what they were 

walking towards. Sarah didn’t mention the sense of apprehension she felt. Late in the afternoon, 

they started to think about finding a safe place to stop for the night. They heard an unusual and 

unexpected sound in the distance. 

“Do you hear that?” Sarah asked. 

Rassula grinned. “Yeah. You’re not imagining it.” 

“It’s music!” 

“Sounds like a calliope.” 

“What’s a calliope?” 

“It’s a big musical instrument you usually find in traveling carnivals. It’s loud, so it will 

attract people to the carnival.” 

“A carnival? Great! We got to go!” Sarah replied, excitedly. 

“I don’t know if it will be safe.” 

“We’ll be extra careful. There should be many people there. I can ask about my mother. 

We haven’t met anyone else except that creepy monk.” 

“You’re right. It’s worth a try. Let’s follow the calliope.” They soon came upon a 

clearing behind a grove of trees off the road. “Don’t speak to anyone right away. Let’s determine 

if they’re friendly or hostile. Be cautious.” 

At first they met a few people walking toward the carnival. No one noticed them. They 

arrived at the site and found a few tents, some animals in cages, food vendors, games, and the 

noisy calliope. People bustled around setting up banners, flags, advertisements, and other 

carnival trappings. Barkers prepared their booths. Roving ushers handed out leaflets. Sarah took 

one.  

“Look! A clown show! I love those. Can we go? I’ve only seen a couple. Whenever the 

traveling shows came to Gord my father made me work at the inn because it was so crowded.” 

Rassula smiled. Sarah had suddenly become a normal sixteen-year-old girl. “I guess it’s 

all right. But be careful who you speak to. We still don’t know much about these people and their 

strange domain. We don’t know what’s safe to talk about with anyone. Hang back, enjoy the 

show, and watch the others. Be vigilant.” 

“I will. I promise.” 

They walked to the clown performance circle. A crowd had already gathered to wait for 

the show. They found a spot where they could observe the crowd and the clowns at the same 

time. Rassula looked around. These people seem normal, she thought. I wonder if that old monk 

was lying. Maybe there’s nothing amiss in this domain.  

“You stay here. I’m going to walk around and learn what I can about this place. Don’t 

move from this spot, even if I’m not back when the show ends, all right?” Sarah felt too excited 

by the opportunity to see clowns to argue with Rassula. She nodded; Rassula walked away. The 

clown show began a moment later. 

A clown man meandered into the circle, carrying a broom. He wore garish baggy 

clothing, grotesque makeup, and a large codpiece The clown looked around, seemed pleased he 

didn’t see anyone, threw the broom on the dirt, yawned, and then lay down beside it. He closed 
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his eyes and pretended to go to sleep. His loud exaggerated snoring caused giggles in the 

audience. 

A clown woman in bright baggy clothing, with exaggerated bosom and buttocks, wearing 

garish makeup on her face, strutted out of the circle. She noticed the man on the ground, stopped, 

and stamped her feet as if she was enraged. She walked toward him swaying her big bosom and 

ass aggressively. The crowd howled with laughter, whistles, and catcalls. “Oh, she caught him!” 

a woman near Sarah yelled.  

“He’s in for it,” another remarked, laughing.  

“Lazy bastard!” someone shouted. The clown woman reacted to the last comment, looked 

toward the woman who said it, and smiled. Her garish makeup distorted her smile into a 

threatening scowl. 

She walked over to the man, picked up the broom, stood menacingly over him, folded her 

arms authoritatively, and waited. He did not move so she poked him with her foot. He moved a 

little but ignored her. She poked harder and he opened his eyes. She shook the broom at him as if 

ordering him to sweep. He yawned, rolled over, and ignored her.  

“Bad idea,” someone said. Everyone giggled. 

The clown woman, who everyone now assumed was the man’s wife, raised her leg 

threateningly behind her and slowly swung it forward so she could kick him really hard in the 

ass. He still ignored her. “Ooh, he’s just makin’ it worse for hisself,” someone commented 

loudly. Others laughed.  

Again she pulled her leg back, then paused and looked at the crowd as if she was waiting 

for encouragement. A few people responded. “Kick his ass!” 

“Make him work!” 

“Lazy bastard!” 

“Hit him wit’ the broom,” someone yelled. The clown wife smiled a grotesque smile, 

nodded, and slowly lowered her leg. She picked up the broom, swayed her oversized ass vulgarly 

as she bent over, and raised the broom over her head as if to strike him. 

He sat up, yawned, and pretended he just noticed her. Then he stood up slowly, gestured 

as if he just figured out she wanted him to sweep, and took the broom from her. As soon as it 

was in his hand, he stopped, looked at her, and brandished the broom threateningly. She glared at 

him and he relented meekly. Then he started sweeping and she sat in a chair, crossed her arms, 

and watched him; a satisfied, superior expression was on her face.  

He only pretended to work, however. He swept slowly and took rests every few seconds. 

The crowd yelled at him to work harder and at the woman to make him go faster. She caught on 

that he was trying to fool her. She stood up, went to him, and kicked him in the ass again.  

He had enough, raised the broom, and lunged at her. She turned and ran away. He chased 

her. Chaos followed. They did leaps, somersaults, pratfalls, and avoidance gestures. He swung 

the broom but failed to hit her with it. The delighted children laughed hysterically at the 

exaggerated gestures and silly chase. He couldn’t catch her so he gave up, out of breath, and 

went back to work.  

She walked back to her chair, sat down, and watched him. He was really working now, 

and she seemed impressed. She nodded her approval, and then got up, walked over to her 

husband, sweetly stroked his cheek, and gazed down at his codpiece. He grinned lasciviously. 

The adults in the audience went wild. The children had no idea why.  

Someone yelled, “Don’t let him fool you! He ain’t good for nothin’.” 
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The wife turned her back to him and started walking back to her chair. He stopped 

sweeping as soon as she turned away and brandished the broomstick suggestively as if he’d like 

to shove it up her ass. She turned, saw what he was doing, and went crazy. She stormed over, 

took the broom from him, and chased him around the circle, whacking at him as they ran. There 

were more chaos, pratfalls, somersaults, and whacks. Finally, he became winded and stopped, 

panting.  

Defeated again, he reached for the broom, took it from her, and then went back to his 

sweeping. She went back to her chair and sat down, also panting to catch her breath. She seemed 

certain she had subdued him, finally.  

Another woman walked out. The women greet each other with effusive exaggerated 

gestures and hugs. The friend looked approvingly at the husband sweeping and nodded. She 

made a whip-lashing gesture. Both women grinned gleefully. The adults howled with laughter.  

The husband grimaced at the women and decided they had humiliated him enough. He 

stopped sweeping, turned quickly, and lunged at the women, swinging his broom wildly. They 

all ran around some more. Finally they became exhausted and stopped. He threw the broom 

down on the dirt and walked away triumphantly.  

As he was walking, the wife grabbed the broom and whacked him on the ass with it. He 

turned on her and she bashed the broom on his head. He fell down. She stood over him and 

aimed the broom at his throat the way a knight does when he defeats an opponent in combat. 

The man realized she was serious. He folded his hands as if in prayer and pleaded. The 

wife turned to her friend to ask whether she should finish him off. The friend gestured to the 

crowd. She gave the thumbs up gesture. A few people applauded and yelled ‘yeah!’ Then she 

gave the thumbs-down gesture. More people (especially the women) yelled ‘yeah!’ and ‘Do it!’  

While the wife watched expectantly, the man sensed an opportunity to escape. He jumped 

up and ran away. The wife and friend chased him in and out of the audience whacking him 

repeatedly with the broom, provoking raucous laughter and chaos. Their play ended.  

The actors came back into the circle and bowed. The audience applauded wildly. Then 

the actors split up so they could canvas the crowd for coins. One of the women approached Sarah 

who was still laughing. The woman came very close. Sarah offered her a coin but dropped it on 

the ground. They both leaned down to pick it up. The woman retrieved it first and stood back up 

to thank Sarah. Sarah looked at her and smiled. “Sarah?” the woman asked, shocked. “Is that 

you?” The woman was wearing heavy stage makeup with exaggerated facial features, but her 

eyes were unmistakable. It was Elyise! 

“Mother?” Sarah cried, and then hugged and kissed her. When she pulled back to look at 

her mother’s face Elyise laughed and pointed. Sarah felt confused. “My paint!” Elyise cried. 

“You got it on you!” They both laughed more. 

Just then the male actor came over to speak to Elyise. He was not laughing, and looked 

grim. “We have a problem,” he said, with a fearful look on his face. 

Elyise smiled at him. “Garth, this is my daughter. I told you about her.” Garth looked at 

Sarah. He felt sorry for her. 

“Elyise, Cwyn Annatyr is here. She saw the skit. We’ve been summoned to Zamak.” 

Elyise stopped laughing. 

“Mom, what’s wrong?” 

“Apparently Cwyn didn’t like our little play.” 

“Maybe she just wants a command performance,” Sarah suggested. 
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“She never wants command performances,” Garth replied. “She’s had other performers 

killed because they offended her.” 

“But our skit was just for fun. How could she see it as anything else?” 

“I don’t know, but she did, apparently,” Garth replied. “I’m sorry, Elyise. This reunion 

might not last very long.” 

“Mother, you don’t have to go,” Sarah pleaded. “Come back with me, please. We can 

leave right now.” 

“No, my daughter. I do have to go. I have no choice. This is the opportunity we have 

been waiting for.” 

“What do you mean?” Sarah asked, alarmed. 

“There’s more to this than I can tell you here.” 
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Chapter 6 - Zamak 

 

“Sarah, I’m back,” Rassula exclaimed when she returned. 

“Rassula, you won’t believe it! I found my mother!” Sarah turned to Elyise. “I’ve been 

traveling with Rassula. She’s the reason father and Uncle Tobias let me leave.” 

“I’m indebted to you,” Elyise said, sincerely. 

“Your daughter is a charming traveling companion,” Rassula replied. 

“Do you want to come back to our tent?” Elyise asked. “We can speak more freely 

there.” 

“Of course,” Sarah replied. “I’m not letting you out of my sight ever again!” Elyise led 

them to her tent. The troupe - Elyise, Garth, and Jennyfyr - slept in a small space separated by a 

large curtain. 

“As you can see, we don’t have much. It’s easier to travel light.”  

As soon as they were alone in the tent Sarah asked, “What did you mean out there when 

you talked about opportunity? Why do you have to go?” 

“What are you talking about, Sarah?” Rassula asked. Elyise told her about Cwyn sending 

for them. “Well, I agree with Sarah. We came looking for you. We’ve found you. Now we can 

take you home. Your brother, your husband, and your daughter miss you.” 

“And I miss them. But I cannot leave. Not yet. Not as long as Cwyn Annatyr is the ruler 

here.” 

“Why? Is she holding you prisoner?” 

“Everyone here is a prisoner,” Elyise replied, coldly. “The only way we can be free is for 

Cwyn Annatyr to die,” she added, and then paused. “The only way…” 

“So… you plan to obey her summons so you can kill her?” Rassula asked. Elyise nodded. 

“All of us have made an oath. Whoever gets closest to her will do it. We’re going to 

assume she wants a command performance and we will conceal poison-tipped needles in our 

costumes.” 

“It’s a huge risk.” 

“It’s worth it. If you have traveled as we have… this is a vast domain that stretches all the 

way to the sea… and… there is misery and suffering everywhere. It’s because of her. It’s like 

she feeds on it.” 

“But killing her?” Rassula said, astonished. 

“It’s the only way.” 

“I fear the worst,” Rassula said. 

“You don’t have to come with us, but you can’t leave this domain until she’s dead. 

Maybe you could stay with the carnival.” Sarah and Rassula shook their heads. 

“We’re staying together, mother,” Sarah replied. “I am going with you. And I will help 

you if I can.” She looked at Rassula. 

“Where Sarah goes, I go,” Rassula said. “I promised Jared and Tobias.” She did not add 

that she would not help in the plot. She hoped she might find another way to end Cwyn 

Annatyr’s rule. 

 

Cwyn Annatyr thought she knew what the members of the clown troupe expected when 

she summoned them to Zamak. They assumed they would be thrown in the dungeon or executed. 

That was what Cwyn Annatyr planned, but she hadn’t decided which alternative she preferred.     
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Cwyn Annatyr knew what she saw. Their play was subversively directed at her. If she 

wanted to, she could have executed them immediately after their performance at the carnival. It 

would have sent a strong message to all the other performers and carnival-goers. But she wanted 

to play with them before she crushed them. 

As soon as they reached Zamak she requested they perform the skit for her. She 

wondered if they would try to outsmart her by altering the play so it would not be traitorous. 

Nothing the clowns would do in their performance at Zamak could change what they did at the 

carnival. Let’s see how stupid these pathetic clowns think I am, she thought.  She couldn’t wait to 

see their skit. The element of fear should add a dash of spice to their pathetic comedy.  

They changed into their colorful costumes and hid poison needles in the women’s garish 

bosoms, and in Garth’s codpiece. Guards escorted them to Cwyn Annatyr’s audience chamber. 

Cwyn delighted in putting on her own shows as she tormented unsuspecting performers before 

she dispatched them. The guards couldn’t wait to see how she dealt with the latest traitors. 

Elyise, Garth, and Jennyfyr did not alter their skit. If anything, they enriched it with more 

slapstick antics to drag it out and distract the guards. They hoped Cwyn would be so taken with 

their special performance she would summon them close to thank them. One of the three could 

withdraw the poison needle and stab her before the guards could react because they were tired 

from laughing so hard.  

The only downside to their plan was that Sarah and Rassula were also watching the play. 

Even if one of the clowns succeeded in stabbing Cwyn, all five of them were likely to be killed 

by angry guards.  

When Elyise mentioned her apprehension to Rassula earlier, Rassula told her not to 

worry.  “She will be protected,” Rassula assured Elyise. Elyise had no idea how Rassula would 

protect Sarah, but Rassula insisted Sarah would be safe. Elyise had no choice but to trust her. 

Cwyn did not laugh during the skit. She did not smile or grin. She merely watched the 

clowns intently. Sarah and Rassula watched her more than the performers. As Sarah watched she 

wondered how much longer the mother she had just found would be alive. She wanted to cry 

from the pain of the loss she was about to suffer. She also anticipated the horror and despair her 

father and Tobias would feel when (if) she returned to Gord and told them what happened to 

Elyise. 

The skit ended as Garth ran among the guards with Elyise and Jennyfyr chasing him, 

whacking him repeatedly with the broom. The guards laughed so hard they almost let go of their 

spears. Sarah and Rassula watched, afraid of what would happen next. 

The performers stood in a line and bowed to Cwyn Annatyr. Garth grabbed at the wife’s 

ass, just to keep the guards laughing. She slapped him and they bowed again. Cwyn applauded 

slowly, but did not smile. Her guards were still grinning. She raised her hand and used her index 

finger to summon the clowns to approach her. The moment they hoped for had arrived. 

They walked slowly. The women exaggerated their buttocks as they walked. Some of the 

guards laughed out loud. Cwyn did not seem to notice. She watched the actors approach. As they 

came closer, she looked at Elyise’s face. Her makeup was almost identical to Jennyfyr’s, but 

something about Elyise’s eyes drew Cwyn’s attention. She raised her hand and ordered them to 

stop. 

“You! On the end. Come forward. Only you.” Elyise knew what this meant. She would 

be the assassin. She was ready. She placed her palms on either side of her prop bosom and 

swayed it suggestively. The guards giggled again. Elyise put her fingers on the hidden needle 



Rassula by R. A. Conti 
 

  Page 29 
 

and got ready to extract it and lunge at Cwyn Annatyr. It would be done in a second. Their realm 

would be free. It was worth dying to succeed. 

As if she could read her mind, Cwyn raised her hand when Elyise was closer, but not 

close enough to strike. “Give her a cloth!” she yelled. A maid ran out with a towel. “Wipe that 

paint off!” Annatyr commanded. Feeling confused, Elyise did as she was told, as slowly and 

deliberately as she could. She had no idea what Cwyn was up to. “Now raise your head and look 

at me!” Annatyr took a long look at Elyise, gazed into her eyes, and was captivated. “Take them 

back to their rooms. Give them food and drink. Then lock them in.”  

The guards escorted them to their large sleeping room. Servants brought food and drink. 

They heard bolts thrown on the door to keep them from leaving. 

“What just happened?” Sarah asked, nervously. 

“I’m not sure what Annatyr is up to,” Garth said. 

“Elyise, did she say anything to you?” Jennyfyr asked. 

Elyise seemed dazed. She couldn’t eat and merely sat looking out the window at the vast 

countryside beyond Zamak. This was not her realm. These were not her people. She came here 

by accident, but then found she couldn’t leave. The clown players took her in, gave her work, 

and found she had a natural gift for acting and comedy. Elyise was happy, but in a very sad way. 

She was cut off from her home and family, possibly forever. 

When Jennyfyr told her about their scheme to assassinate Cwyn Annatyr, Elyise saw an 

opportunity to escape this cursed realm and go home. She readily agreed to help in the plot. They 

schemed and rehearsed many variations of a plan until they hit on using hidden almost 

undetectable poison needles. Then, they waited for the right opportunity to get close to Annatyr. 

It had come, but Elyise thought they had already lost it, and failed. Maybe Annatyr would just 

kill them now and someone else would have to free the realm from her tyranny. 

Elyise replied to Jennyfyr’s question. “She didn’t say anything in words.” 

“What do you mean?”  

“I don’t know how to put it. There was something in the way she looked at me. Her gaze 

bore into me, as if she was looking for something in the deepest regions of my soul. I felt 

naked… exposed…” 

“Violated?” Garth asked. 

“No, not violated, strangely. I felt she was looking for something, and she found it inside 

me.” 

“What was it?” 

“I wish I could tell you.”  

Rassula already knew what Cwyn Annatyr wanted from Elyise, but did not mention it. 

“What do you think she’s going to do with us?” Sarah asked. 

“I don’t know about all of us, but I think she has something in mind for me.” 

“Oh, mother.” Almost in tears, Sarah hugged Elyise tightly.  

“Don’t be afraid. We’re all here for you,” Garth said. He and Jennyfyr held hands. 

Rassula had sensed there was a bond between them, but she didn’t know how strong it was. 

Perhaps the fact they were so close to dying made them seek out deeper intimacy. 

“I’m not afraid, Sarah. In fact I’m… curious. Very curious.” Elyise’s strange remark 

made Sarah cry. Something was happening to her mother. Was she about to lose Elyise so soon 

after she found her?  



Rassula by R. A. Conti 
 

  Page 30 
 

Just then the locks were thrown and the chamber door swung open. “Cwyn Annatyr will 

see you in one hour. Prepare yourself. Wear this.” He handed a white sheer gown to Elyise. It felt 

light in her hand, almost weightless, yet it looked like rich brocade cloth.  

“What… why?” she asked. The guard ignored her question, left the chamber, and bolted 

the door. Rassula knew her intuition about Cwyn Annatyr was correct. 

“Mother, what’s going on?” 

“I think I’m being given another opportunity to kill her, just not in the way we thought it 

might be done. Help me change. We will have to find a way to conceal the needle.” 

“I know a way,” Jennyfyr said. “Your hair is short. We can hide the needle in a long-hair 

wig.” 

“Excellent! Please work on that while I change. Sarah, will you help me? Garth, please 

turn away.” 

Elyise undressed, washed, and got clean undergarments from her bag. Rassula shook her 

head when she saw them. “You can’t wear those under that gown.” 

“She’s right. They’ll show. Annatyr might get suspicious,” Jennyfyr observed. Elyise put 

them back in the bag. 

Rassula wasn’t concerned about suspicion. She suspected there was another reason 

Annatyr wanted Elyise to wear the gown. She knew she was right as soon as Elyse put it on. Her 

shapely figure became dazzlingly beautiful when the fine gossamer cloth highlighted her breasts, 

hips, belly, and thighs.  

“Mother… I… I… I’ve never seen anyone as beautiful,” Sarah said, in awe. “You look 

like… a goddess.” 

Not only had the gown transformed the way Elyise looked, but the way she felt as well. 

Elyise felt like Pachamama, The Womb of Compassion, She Who Gave Birth to the World, The 

Mother of Us All.  

Garth heard the women gasp, turned, and fell on his knees. “How?” he mumbled. They 

had no idea what he was asking. 

“The wig,” Elyise said. They handed it to her. She put it on and felt for the needle. 

“It’s well-hidden, but easy to get when you’re ready,” Jennyfyr said.  

“Thank-you, Jennyfyr. I don’t want to say good-bye, but this might be the last time we 

see each other. Thank-you all. Our time together was too short, but satisfying, in its own way. 

You all completed me. I am better for knowing you. Whatever happens, I hope we all find peace, 

somehow.” 

Just then the door unbolted and two guards entered. They were awestruck by Elyise. 

Their hearts opened and they wanted to fall on their knees to worship her. It was only with some 

effort and discipline they remained standing at attention. 

“She is ready for you.” 

“I am ready for her.”  

They escorted Elyise out.  

Sarah burst into tears and fell on the bed. Jennyfyr went to comfort her. Garth hung his 

head. His feelings were mixed. He felt pleased they might get another opportunity to kill 

Annatyr, but devastated they might never see Elyise again. And he felt confused about what 

Elyise had become. Was she now the Goddess? He had heard stories about Pachamama in his 

childhood, but no one believed them anymore. Such a divine being existing in their dismal, 

suffering realm seemed ridiculous, and no one believed in Her anymore. But Garth might just 

have seen Her. He feared he would not live to tell anyone what he had seen. 
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They were all so devastated by what was about to happen that no one noticed Rassula 

was no longer in the chamber with them. 
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Chapter 7 - Cwyn Annatyr and the Goddess 

 

Elyise was taken not to Annatyr’s public hall but to her private chamber. The door stood 

open. The guards paused in front of the doorway and gently directed Elyise to walk in. She saw 

no one inside. They gazed at her in awe, and then the door shut abruptly. 

Elyise turned and saw Annatyr throw the bolt locks. “No one will disturb us now,” she 

said, sharply. It was an order but Elyise didn’t know to whom. The two women seemed alone in 

the chamber. Elyise waited for Annatyr to direct her. 

“Come with me,” she said. They walked through another door into a smaller bedchamber. 

The room had high narrow windows that seemed to squeeze light to admit it. “I prefer darkness, 

even in the daytime,” Annatyr said. “It comforts me.”  

She sat on the bed and looked at Elyise, appreciatively. “You are more dazzling than I 

would have believed.” 

“You are too kind.” 

“No, I am never kind. Kindness is a weakness. I am smart, and that is what keeps me 

strong. But I am nothing compared to you.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You don’t know who you are, do you?” 

“I am Elyise, Clown Actress, formerly of the City of Gord.” 

“Oh, you are much more than that, my dear,” Cwyn Annatyr replied. 

“Cwyn Annatyr flatters me.” 

“I never flatter. I only speak the truth.” 

“Then, I do not understand.” 

“You look like the Goddess.” 

“I am no Goddess.” 

“So you say, but I think you are lying,” Annatyr replied, softly. 

Elyise didn’t know if Annatyr was toying with her. She tried to remain calm. “I do not 

lie, except in our little clown plays. They are fictions.” 

Cwyn Annatyr’s expression hardened. “Are they? The one I saw wasn’t fiction. It was 

traitorous. Did you think no one would notice?” Elyise did not reply. “Answer me!” 

“I’m just a performer.” 

“You are more, I sense. Much more. And I will make you more, yet.” Elyise had no idea 

what she meant. “Come here.” Elyise walked slowly toward the bed. Was it going to be this 

easy? she thought. Will I get the chance to stab her and end this before I’m humiliated anymore? 

The door is locked. The guards can’t help her. Once the needle pierces her flesh, she’s as good 

as dead. Maybe we can all escape, after all. Elyise smiled at her last thought.  

Annatyr misinterpreted the smile, and softened again. “Ah, you are pleased to be alone 

with me. That’s good. I am pleased to be alone with you. You will be even more pleased when 

I’m finished with you.” Elyise’s elation evaporated. Perhaps Cwyn Annatyr already knew Elyise 

was an assassin and she planned to kill Elyise before she could draw the needle. 

Annatyr stood up, walked to Elyise, knelt in front of her, placed her hands on the white 

gossamer gown, and drew it up Elyise’s body, revealing her nakedness, slowly. Elyise tried to 

lift her hand to the needle in her wig, but the cloth restricted her movement. “You won’t need 

this, lovely as you look in it. I bet others thought you resembled the Goddess. I thought so, too, 

as soon as I saw you. But you’re not, are you?” Elyise shook her head, confused. 
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“But you are a woman. And so am I. To my enemies and those who oppose me, I am 

fierce and cruel. To my friends and the few who have known me, I am very different. Would you 

like to find out how different?”  

Elyise assumed Annatyr removed the gown so she could uncover a hidden weapon. Now 

that the gown was off Elyise felt exposed and helpless. She hoped Annatyr would not suspect she 

wore a wig. There was hope yet. If, as Elyise suspected, Annatyr was planning to take her to bed, 

the assassination would be quicker than any of the would-be assassins thought possible. It might, 

however, be trickier. 

“Yes, Cwyn Annatyr,” Elyise replied, dispassionately. 

“You may call me Anna. That is my original name, Elyise of Gord. Lie down here.” 

Elyise stretched out rigidly on the large bed. “You can relax. It is not my intention to harm you. 

When I am finished with you, you will wish I found you and brought you here to Zamak sooner.” 

Elyise didn’t know how to respond. She tried to smile, but her lips would not move. 

Anna removed her own gown and underclothes. Her regal vestments had covered a 

stunningly beautiful woman. Even her face changed when she was naked. It became softer, 

friendlier, and even passionate. Her eyes glowed. Elyise noticed because Anna stared into her 

eyes. 

“What do you see, Elyise of Gord?” Anna asked. Elyise did not know how to reply. “You 

may speak freely.” 

“You are very beautiful, Anna.” 

“Surprised?” Elyise did not reply. “Pleased?” Elyise found a way to smile weakly. “Ah, 

you are pleased. That is good. I will please you even more. I know things few if any other 

women know. I can make you feel pleasures most women never even dreamt of; certainly not 

with their men. Males are such fools. Or, should I say, they are easier to fool. Men see only what 

they want to see. Their sight is clouded, usually by lust and greed. We women, however, are 

smart. We see what is real. I will make you desire me, Elyise, and I will fulfill your desires. 

Every one. And you will never want to leave me. Ever.” 

Elyise became alarmed, but tried not to show it. She had prepared herself to kill or be 

killed, likely both, but not to remain in Zamak with Cwyn Annatyr for the rest of her life. She 

thought of Sarah, Jared, and Tobias. They were who she wanted to spend the rest of her life with, 

not Cwyn Annatyr. They were who she would always love, never Cwyn Annatyr.  

“You doubt me. That’s normal. Let me persuade you, a little.” Anna touched Elyise’s 

belly. She didn’t want to react, but she trembled. What is this? she thought. Magic? 

“I like it when I make my women tremble. I can do more.” Anna gently spread Elyise’s 

legs, placed a finger on her inner thigh, and glided it gently toward her crotch. Elyise arched her 

back and moaned. “See. I know what I’m doing. I will be your guide. Whatever I do to you, you 

will do to me. We will scale unimaginable heights together. I knew it when I looked in your 

eyes. You have great passion locked inside you. I will release it for you. Then you will release 

mine. You will see; we will blend into one.” 

Anna removed her finger and lay beside Elyise. “Now you, please. I’m ready.” She 

closed her eyes. Elyise knew the moment had arrived. A simple motion of her arm to take the 

needle from her wig, a thrust, and Anna would die. Elyise placed one palm on Anna’s belly and 

she shuddered.  

“That’s good. Now the other.” Elyise didn’t know what to do. If she used both hands she 

would not be able to reach for the poisoned needle. If she took a hand away, Anna might open 

her eyes and see what she was doing. She found a solution. Elyise leaned down and kissed 
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Anna’s belly while one finger moved along her thigh and her other hand reached for the needle. 

This was it! 

She drew the needle and positioned it over Anna’s heart, raised her hand to increase the 

force of her downward thrust, and started to move her arm.  

“No! Stop! Don’t!” someone shouted. Anna’s eyes flew open. Elyise could not hide the 

needle. Anna stared at her. Rassula came out from behind a heavy wooden screen. “You are 

making a mistake. Put the needle away, Elyise.” 

“Who are you?” Anna demanded.  

“You do not need to know who I am, only who you are, Cwyn Annatyr. I’m here to show 

you.”  

Suddenly, Anna’s head fell back on the pillow in a swoon. She began to see images. Her 

mind flooded with memories of her parents and her idyllic childhood. Anna and her brother 

romped with their dog Ajax, swam in the lake, explored the vast attic above the castle chambers, 

laughed at jesters, and so much more. There were blissful sunny days, warm nights, playful 

seasons, and many years of seemingly endless joy. Suddenly Anna remembered all that she had 

forgotten or denied. She wept like a child, a tiny, frightened, hurt child. 

“Give me the needle,” Rassula commanded Elyise. 

“What’s happening?” she asked. 

“She is remembering that she wasn’t always like this.” 

“But how?” 

“It’s what I do. I don’t know how.” 

“I remember now,” Anna whispered, overwhelmed by her liberated memories. “It was all 

so beautiful. What have I been doing?” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Rassula replied. “You will step down. You will free your people and 

give this realm back to them. They will be grateful to you. In time, they will forget your evil 

actions, and only remember your benevolence. Or not. I cannot say for certain. But what I am 

certain of is that your reign is over, Cwyn Annatyr.” 

“I am Anna now, just Anna.” 

“Hello, just Anna,” Elyise replied, smiling. She felt relieved she had not needed to kill 

Anna in order to free the people from her evil reign. Elyise reached for her gossamer gown and 

put it back on. 

“I’m sorry, Elyise,” Anna said. “I shouldn’t have tried to humiliate you.” 

“It’s all right. You are free, now,” Elyise replied, sympathetically. 

“Yes. Please summon my guard while I get dressed. I have an announcement to make.” 

The end of Cwyn Annatyr’s reign brought days of celebrations throughout the realm. She 

did much to atone for the wrongs she inflicted on her people. She opened her coffers and 

distributed money, freed all the political prisoners in her dungeons, and chose a ruling council to 

create a transition government of, by, and for the people.  

 Several days later, after she accomplished all she set out to do for the people who once 

feared but now revered her, she summoned Rassula, Sarah, and the clown troupe to her council 

chamber.  

“I am just Anna, now, no one special. May I go away with you?” she asked meekly. 

Rassula answered ‘yes’ before the others could refuse. She knew Cwyn Annatyr was no more. 

She was just Anna. And Rassula discovered, to her surprise, she liked Anna.  

Then they journeyed back to the carnival. Garth and Jennyfyr did not tell their carnival 

friends what happened, or who Anna was. After heartfelt good-byes, Rassula, Elyise, Sarah, and 
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Anna left the carnival to travel back to Gord. The road was busier now with people and wagons. 

Everyone they passed greeted them cheerfully. 

They arrived at Gord in the middle of the afternoon just a month after they left, and went 

straight to the inn. It was mostly empty again. The market had moved on, taking all the 

merchants with it. Jared cried when he saw his beloved daughter and wife. “I never thought I’d 

see either of you again,” he said.  

“Or I you,” Elyise replied. She was also in tears. They hugged for what seemed like an 

hour.  

Tobias made a huge meal and they celebrated into the night. Rassula, Anna, and Sarah 

felt worn out from their trek and went to their rooms. Elyise seemed rejuvenated by her reunion 

with Jared. Tobias left them alone and went to his room. 

The couple sat staring at each other, still in shock. They had touched, but still couldn’t 

believe the other was real. Even when they retired to Jared’s bed everything felt dream-like. He 

didn’t want to fall asleep. He feared he would wake up and find Elyise gone.  

The next morning, the sun streaming through the window woke him. She was still there, 

and he knew it was true. His wife had returned. He hoped she would never want to leave him 

again. She didn’t. 

Elyise understood her real world was not out there, beyond the walls of Gord. She no 

longer yearned to see unknown places she once dreamed of. She belonged here, in the one place 

that was hers, with the people she thought she would never see again. She was home. This was 

where she would be happy to stay for the rest of her life. 

They begged Rassula and Anna to stay awhile. Tobias privately pleaded with Rassula, 

but not too forcefully. The women decided to leave. They planned to travel together. Maybe 

Anna would find a place to settle down, or would become a wanderer like Rassula. She would 

never have Rassula’s abilities. She was not certain what they were, but she knew Rassula saved 

her from herself. Rassula had given Anna a new life, and she felt determined to use it for good, 

instead of evil. 

 

Thus ends the Tale of Rassula and Cwyn Annatyr. 

 


