








The slight blonde woman who scurried next to her was a great source of 
village gossip, and Ciardis knew that whatever she had to say would be 
worth leaving the spectacle in the midst of the judge’s punishment. To 
Ciardis, a good piece of gossip was as welcome as spun gold...usually. 

When they’d walked far enough from the crowds Margaret was quick to 
tell Ciardis the news that she’d heard from the weaver’s daughter who’d 
heard it in the apothecary the day before.

PPractically bursting with the pent up news Mags bounced on the balls of 
her feet as she said, “Fervis and the caravan girl…they’re together 
Ciardis.”

“They’re together?” Ciardis said with disgust, “No, he’s with me.”

Mags shook her whole head, curls bouncing every which way, in denial. 
“They were seen, getting in a big fight and then…” said Mags.

“So?” interrupted Ciardis in disdain. “That means nothing.”

PPatiently the girl continued, ignoring the interruption, “And then the 
girl’s father came and threatened to kill Fervis. One thing led to another 
and now they’re bound.”

This bit of news hit Ciardis with all the weight of a lead brick.

“Bound?” questioned Ciardis unsteadily. Bound was very different from 
together. Bound meant married, bound meant forever. Now she felt like 
throwing up.

  “Yeah,” said Mags softly, “I mean…I thought you’d want to know…first.”
At this point Ciardis was staring off in the distance – hand pressed flat 
against her stomach as if by holding it she could keep her stomach from 
plummeting in despair.

Minutes later the town bell rang signaling that the highwayman had 
been sentenced and imprisoned. Everyone would be going back to 



work now.

Mind numb Ciardis trailed behind Mags, trying to comprehend how her 
life had just upended.

When she got baWhen she got back to the wash room Ciardis bent over the soapy tub, 
mind numb as her hands worked mechanically to scrub the red jerkin. 
Margaret knelt across from her, happily chattering away like a magpie. 
According to Mags, the miller's son had gotten some passing girl with 
child. The news had spread like wildfire after the fool had stumbled into 
the local apothecary's asking for honey's brew. Every woman in town 
knew that there was only one use for honey's brew, and it wasn't to 
swsweeten tongues.

If the girl had been an orphan, like Ciardis, her swelling belly wouldn't 
have mattered much. She would have borne the brunt of the town’s 
gossip for the winter months and gone home with a second mouth to 
feed after the snows melted. But the girl's father was the caravan driver 
for the only merchant willing to brave the fierce winds of Vaneis in the 
winter. He'd heard someone's tongue wagging and had confronted the 
girl before the honey's brew had passed her lips. 

FFrantic once he’d heard the truth from his daughter’s lips, he had gone 
in search of Fervis Miller. Whatever words had passed between the 
caravan driver and Fervis over his daughter’s ‘condition’ had been 
enough to get the message across. Fervis, bruises already darkening on 
his skin, had shakily gotten down on one knee before five witnesses and 
asked the girl for her hand in marriage. 

The The wedding was to take place on the dawn of the Sabbath – just three 
days hence.  

CiaCiardis frowned contemplating going to their wedding – she would have 
to. Weddings were one of the few forms of entertainment in town, if she 
didn’t go it would definitely take notice. She didn't care. Honestly, she 
didn't. If that idiot couldn't keep his stick in his pants, then he didn't 
deserve to wear her ring. Wringing out the last jerkin, she twisted it like 



she was wringing a stubborn turkey's neck. Or, better yet, Fervis 
Miller's. 

  She wiped her hands with a drying cloth, careful to prod Mags for 
more tidbits at the right intervals. She had finished washing the jerkins 
and Mags was done with the skirts she was scrubbing. They put them 
out to dry before the oven fires and then moved on to fold the huge 
stacks of tunics and pack them in the caravan trunks with dried sprigs of 
fresh mint. Ciardis thought about the stolen moments she'd had with the 
miller's son. In the summer, they'd picnicked in the meadows, and 
ththroughout mid-winter he'd held her waist as they flew across the ice of 
the secluded mountain ponds. Memories of the soft touches exchanged 
and the ardor in his voice when he'd promised that he'd petition for her 
vows were still imprinted upon her mind. He'd promised over and over 
that he'd convince his mother somehow that Ciardis, orphan girl with 
skin the color of pale pecans and unruly chestnut curls, was the young 
woman that should be her daughter-in-law. 

 Ha! Last spring, she and Fervis had even hatched a plan for her to 
bump into his mother as she left morning prayers at the church. They’d 
painstakingly played out the scene while laying on fresh hay in the 
cobbler’s barn. When the day to bump into his mother had come Ciardis 
had tried to strike up a conversation. But from the moment the conver-
sation began, it was clear from the rancor in the woman's tone and the 
disparaging look in her eyes that she considered her son’s marriage 
pprospects far above the town’s orphaned girl.

Guess she was right, Ciardis thought with irony, He’s going to get a 
caravan merchant’s daughter who lifts her skirts for the first young man 
she sees instead.

 Frustrated and tired, Ciardis threw her basket of clothes down on 
the floor with such force that she startled Margaret right out of her 
monologue. "What's with you?" Mags asked, dark eyes wide. 

"Nothing, nothing," muttered Ciardis. "There was a ground bug on the 
floor—just wanted to get it before it escaped."



Inside she was seething, calling Fervis every dirty name she knew. She'd 
wasted two whole years on that idiot. Two years of listening to his 
constant whining about grain prices and the boring bakery gossip in his 
uncle's shop. 

  She'd set her sights on him at age fifteen. He had been boring 
then, and he was boring now, but she could live with boring. What she 
couldn’t live with were the pangs of hunger after an evening with no 
meals, a month without meat, or the backbreaking work of being a 
temporary field hand. With a man like Fervis, set with a steady income 
from being in a miller’s family, Ciardis could have a life of leisure…or 
close to it. But now thanks to that lout she was ruined. Here she was, 
seseventeen with no nest egg or dowry to buy a husband, and she'd 
already snubbed every boy within twenty miles to show Fervis her 
devotion. Her devotion, for crying out loud! Fat lot of good it did her 
now. 

After finishing the last load of laundry, she eased out of the hot sauna 
room and into the outer chamber where Sarah, the dour head cleaner 
and accountant, kept the tally chips. The tally chips were small marks 
color coded for a task. A red chip for hard to clean garments like the red 
leather jerkins, a blue chip for folding a basket, a green chip for pressing 
and ironing. She counted hers as she walked down the hallway to Sarah’s 
office. Today she'd washed three loads by hand and pressed and packed 
a a further two. That was just enough to get her a decent tally at the end 
of two weeks' work. She had to pay the innkeeper soon. 

Handing the chips over to Sarah, she waited impatiently in front of the 
scarred wooden desk. The woman took forever with anything, particu-
larly when that anything involved money. She squeezed the last shilling 
out of every washing cloth and piece of soap she bought.

 At last, Sarah handed over her payment and she went home. She 
even had a few extra coins, enough for a small bowl of soup with 
bread—huzzah! Since she could pay in cash she didn’t have to worry 
about adding tonight's dinner to her tab, then. The innkeeper was a 
pleasant man, but he always charged interest to the month’s tab when 



she did that.  

She was freezing by the time she stepped into the warm inn kitchen, 
even though she was bundled in three layers, with woolen pants on 
under her skirts. Rushing to the fire, she warmed her chafed hands over 
the flames.

Out of the coOut of the corner of her eye she saw the only male waiter for the inn 
rush in through the swinging panel doors from the tavern. From the 
noise that wafted in behind Kelly the place was packed with journeymen. 
Must be that caravan that’s on its way out, she thought as she nibbled on 
a cracker she’d filched from a side table on her way into the kitchen.

KKelly began to hurry out just as fast carrying a platter filled with hot 
mutton and an empty kettle which swung erratically from his hand. She 
ducked to dodge the errant kettle and said irritably, "Watch where you're 
going, Kelly, you big lout! You almost brained me." Ciardis pushed her 
scarf back off her silky mane as she straightened up, scowling. 

""Sorry, lass," Kelly said, already rushing through the swinging panels 
and into the tavern. Noise flooded through the open doorway. Must be a 
large crowd tonight, Ciardis mused. 

"Hey, lass!" said the rotund cook, "Good to see you." He leaned close, 
smelling heavily of savory spices, and said in a low voice, "Mind your 
way when you head back to your room, hear? Lots of knights about, and 
not all of 'em Gardis, if you catch my meaning." 

She caught his meaning, all She caught his meaning, all right. "Thanks for the warning," she said 
gravely. Grabbing two pieces of fresh baked bread and a bowl for soup, 
she had the tavern maid dish out the soup under the watchful eye of the 
cook. Paying for the meal she grabbed a spoon and left the kitchen. 

She decided to taShe decided to take the back stairs with her lentil soup and bread. She 
navigated the creaky flight with her satchel digging into her back, 
balancing her plate in both hands. She ate as soon as she'd opened the 
door, ducked into the stuffy darkness of her room, and then eased down 



on the lumpy bed.
 
Ciardis went to sleep not long afterward, still furious about the miller's 
son, but a tiny twinge of self-doubt also fluttering in her belly. 

At half past midnight, a sound bAt half past midnight, a sound broke through Ciardis’s dreams and sent 
her lurching out of bed. She'd heard the light creak of the stairs outside 
her door. Frowning, she threw off the heavy covers and grabbed the 
knife she'd hidden between the mattress and wall. Must be a drunken 
soldier.

Her Her room was barely big enough to stand in, with a sloped ceiling and a 
mattress that took up most of the floor. If a soldier cornered her in here, 
there was no way she'd be able to fight back...except for the six inches of 
steel blade in her hand. Best to avoid the situation altogether. Thinking 
of her options she knew the roof washer was her only bet. It’d be tricky 
to maneuver to get up there while holding something but Ciardis quickly 
decided that she’d rather have the knife in her hand than in her belt. She 
quiquickly grabbed the rickety stool in the corner and pushed off the accu-
mulated clothes to the floor. Standing on it with the knife in her right 
hand, she reached up and pushed at a panel in the ceiling, easing it up 
and placing it next to the opening. She gripped the edge of the ceiling 
with both hands and swung herself up and over, then slipped the panel 
back into place. Now she stood in the small crawl space between the 
room and the roof. It was insulated as well as it could be but the ceiling 
still leaked warmth in deep winter. Even with the leak, at times like this, 
she was glad she'd never gotten the panel fixed. It made her claustro-
phobic to think of being stuck in that little closet of a room with no fresh 
air. Careful to move silently she grabbed the tarp that latched over a hole 
in the roof that had never been fixed and eased out the nails that held it 
in place. Leaving the ceiling panel loose and tarp in place had numerous 
downsides…but in this case the advantage of escaping her room more 
than outweighed them. 

As soon as she wiggled through the small opening, the bitterly cold wind 
chilled her to the bone, even though she was still dressed in layers. Her 
fingers began to feel numb. Trying to evade the chill she hastily... 
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are two young people living on opposite sides of the 
empire, leading different lives. But all of that will 
change when Ciardis Vane moves to the courts of 

Sandrin. 

She grew up in the snowy vale of Vaneis. When She grew up in the snowy vale of Vaneis. When 
she’s chosen to train as a court Companion every-
thing she has ever known is gone. She must fight 
and win the right to choose a Patron while learning 
the magical skills inherited from her ancestry.

&Ciardis Weathervane     Sebastian Algardis
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