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 PROLOGUE

This is a story unlike any other 'bout a
humdumly Sister and hohumly Brother who shared a small house
throughout every season, and lived out their lives of strict rule
and reason.

There was no heart for there was no love, no
visions of hell or heaven above, and childhood dreams carried on
through the years could not be remembered in spite of their fears
that all was not well in Nottingswood where no man stands where no
man should.

 


Until one day....


 


[image: tmp_e36653fa21cc4ab237d2c5fcb3d642c3_qhyr4n_html_257015d3.jpg]

THE TALE OF NOTTINGSWOOD

 PART I

A cry was heard throughout the town where old
men fight the up and down of aged bones, the cantankerous sort, who
drown their pain in pints of port.

The cry wasn't sharp, but shrill to the ear.
T'was not the least pleasant for mankind to hear, but it caught the
attention of the Brother and Sister that they set about town to
find and to dister the thing that was crying so loud and so shrill
- then they spotted the source at the top of the hill.

At the top of the hill at the center of town,
right there on Main Street, the sun would shine down all for two
hours only, and that was at best, while the town stayed inside at
The Judge's behest.

"Stay out of the light!"

Now that was her order, and Brother and
Sister had never ignored her; but when the clock struck midday,
this wailing did sound, and this tale is about the thing that they
found.

And what did they find? Just a worn leather
basket containing what seemed like a young baby's casket.

But it wasn't a casket, just a box after all;
still there was something amiss about this object so small. Though
not small at all for its size was deceiving, and the creature
inside was still haply breathing. Yet breathing I fear is not the
right word for a cry so loud it was outright absurd.

The Brother and Sister looked on it quite
curious. It wasn't upset, or bewildered, or furious, just simply
awash in a fit of conniption, and around its neck there hung an
inscription.

The Brother bent down to read it aloud, his
voice barely heard by the gathering crowd.

"Now what does it say?" Sister cried, "Please
do tell."

But her attention averted when her nose
caught the smell of a gathering stench, but she cried just the
same, "Brother I beg you, please tell us its name."

The Brother stared dumbly, his brow quite
perplexed as he pondered the plate that carried the text.

"It's no name at all, but simply
instruction:"

Change me, I'm soiled.

A simple injunction.

What unusual timing and how could this be?
The inscription was read at a quarter past tea when all were
ensconced in their own occupation, no time for each other or chance
jubilation.

"A quarter past tea, this is highly unlikely.
To be away from our work, The Judge won't take this lightly. We
should be to our thinking not wandering about. The crying must
stop; we must figure this out."

But what did they know of babies and
changing? For all that they knew someone was just rearranging their
home for the evening, and who would have guessed that they threw
out their baby along with this chest. Though it wasn't a chest,
just a small baby casket, and just the right size to fit in the
basket that Brother and Sister found atop of the hill, and the
siren it made had them all standing still.

The creature looked small, much smaller than
normal. From its toe to its top, it was nothing quite formal.
Twists of fine hair coiffed its head like a crown, its locks
weaving over a brilliant white gown, but the cry was as loud and as
clear as the day.

"Oh won't you be quiet, won't you please go
away?"

So, on with his glove, Brother reached out
his hand to attend to this creature from a near distant land.

With the napkin removed, the creature abated
the ear piercing cry that everyone hated that took them away from
their rules and their reason and rudely disturbed a calm, quiet
season.

But what to do now, the pair set at wonder.
It was all left up to this Sister and Brother for no one would
touch it - this thing in a
basket.

"Where's it belong?"

"Well, why don't you ask it?"

The voice was a voice from a man in the crowd
who said it quite 'bruptly and said it quite loud.

"Listen, you two, return to your post. You
both have the job we all value the most."

You see, this pair of twins from sunup to
sundown guarded the thoroughfare that led out of town to places
unknown outside of The Wall that surrounded the town and was a
hundred feet tall.

Some twelve years ago, The Judge ordered it
built. With rod, stone, and sweat, it was built to the hilt, and
never a foot has ventured outside; they deemed it too risky, found
it safer to hide.

***

"But hide from what? Are there giants, or
creatures with sharp angry claws and unworldly features? Or fires
and swamps with ook, gook and slime?"

Now just hold your horses and let me finish
my rhyme.

***

The last thing that was said to this hohumly
pair was "Just let it die - just leave it there!"

The two could not believe it. Was their
reason so cold? The thing looked no more than three Notting-days
old.

The crowd soon dispersed. They each ran away
back to their homes where they spend most the day with heads in
their books and their ears on patrol to make sure that Nottingswood
stays under control.

At the top of the hill, this Sister and
Brother stared down at the basket and then to each other.

"We can't wait all day, Sis, away from our
post; the one job in town that is valued the most."

"It must have a mommy or daddy you think?
Hurry now, Brother, 'fore it makes one more stink."

So off they both went to each door for a
clue, asking each neighbor, "This belong to you?"

Then door after door was slammed in their
faces; the orphanage turned them down of all places.

"What's going on? This is rather absurd.
You'd take in a puppy, a kitten, or bird. So why not this tiny
strange thing in a basket? Have you lost all your reason? Dare we
not even ask it?"

It defied all logic just to leave it alone,
and since no one responded, they took the thing home.

At home on the floor they stared at it
sleeping, closed all the curtains to keep out the peeping of
Nottingswood spies sent out by The Voices that influenced The Judge
in all of her choices.

They checked the blockade - it was just as
secure - then set the alarm, but, just to be sure, Brother placed
one more lock on The Great Notting's Gate then went back inside as
it was already late.

They retired that night and laid back in
their beds, but suddn'ly for once they were not in their heads. A
heavy sensation that was curiously light bothered them so that it
kept them all night engaged in how this curious throbbing did start
in the very same place where there once lived a heart.

It wasn't biological or logical at all. In
fact, there was no answer in any book at all. It fit no disease
that carried a name, though they didn't feel sick. Was this some
sort of game? A puzzle of sorts? No, that's out of the question.
Perhaps just a bubble trav'ling through their digestion.

T'was a tingling of a feeling never once felt
before, and the more that they felt it...they wanted it more.

As the sun rose, an alarm began sounding!

"Something broke through The Gate!" Their
adrenaline pounding.

But the gate was intact, and the alarm still
set. Startled and foggy, how could they forget that the alarm that
they heard was simply the wailing of the very same cry they once
tried curtailing?

The blood back to their brains brought them
back to their senses. It was time to think quickly and not of
pretenses. So they built a small dome out of cushions and pillows
in their efforts to quell the gathering billows of sound crying
forth from this something so small.

 

"What to do now? Is there no hope at
all?"

Then a flash of reminder jumped into his
head. The Brother remembered the inscription that read, "Change me.
I'm soiled." Well that must be it.

"All we must do is change it, to wit."

But the napkin was dry and didn't stink as
before, and the sound that it made was too hard to ignore.

Then the Sister remembered its last fit of
conniption.

"Dear Brother, look down, and read the
inscription."

"Sis don't be silly, I know what it reads. We
just need to think what this creature now needs. It doesn't need
changing as the plaque read before."

"Oh, stop being dense and read it once
more."

With his head through the cushions he reached
for the plaque, but the inscription this time had him taken
aback.

"That's just not possible. How could this be?
It's not even nine, or quarter past tea when all this began less
than one day ago."

"Brother, tell me what happened. I simply
must know."

His head back through the cushions, he read
it again. Not believing his eyes he pulled out a pen and etched the
inscription onto a small scroll to show anxious Sister their next
lofty goal.

Brother crawled out and sat down on the
floor, his eyebrows now frowning at this untimely chore.

"It just is not possible. How can this
be?"

"Well, what does it say?"

I'm hungry. Feed me.

But what does it eat? They hadn't a clue.
They tried everything from Nottingsbrew stew to turnips and
blandcakes and flat flavored slurry,

"Nothing is working," Sis said. "Please, do
hurry!"

Then the taste from a mem'ry she had as a
child fell into her mind of a fruit that grew wild that their
Mother would pick and bring home for them all when they were just
children - right before The Great Wall.

Before The Great Wall, when all was in color,
when everyone laughed and enjoyed one another, and the simplest of
pleasures were thought a delight; 'fore The Order of Voices; before
day turned to night.

"Brother I have it! I know what it needs. It
grows in a meadow through huzzlebrush weeds."

She strained to see clearly the mem'ry she
had. Dusting through visions, the good and the sad, she closed her
eyes tight, "I can see it... almost." And then it appeared, "it's
down by the coast!"

Brother's face turned pale, as pale as a
ghost.

"This fruit you say is down by the
coast?"

"Yes down by the coast. It's so clear in my
mind the very location which is right where we'll find the sweet
lily fruit mom fed both of us when we were just babies whenever
we'd fuss. Don't you remember?"

"I do, Sis, but wait. Sweet lily fruit grows
outside of our gate."
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Caught up in a mem'ry she thought she'd
forgotten, she ne'er considered circumstances so rotten that kept
them from tasting the fruit from outside that once they enjoyed at
their dear Mother's side.

A lump in her throat; her eyes started to
swell.

"What's hap'ning to me? I don't feel so well.
In my chest, there's an aching; in my gullet, a hook."

"It's sadness you feel. That's what it says
in our books. I know our food's bland, and this is not to unnerve,
but The Judge clearly states that it's what we deserve. Deserve,
yes indeed, for what I don't know, but I'm sure something wrong
that we did long ago."

"What does that matter? This baby's still
crying. We must feed it this fruit to keep it from dying."

"Well, maybe dying is what it must do if
we're to get back to normal - especially you. The howling and
wailing is not good for us. It's creating a stir and causing a
fuss. It's asking too much to step out of bounds in the dead of the
day with spies making their rounds. Is this all really worth it?
What if we fail? The moment we're caught, we'll both go to jail. Or
worse even yet, outright execution. Getting rid of this thing is
our only solution."

Sis thought for a moment while biting her
lip. This was surely the largest of puzzles to trip through her
mind so confused and at war with her chest that she couldn't let go
or give it a rest.

"I hear what your saying, dear Brother, I do,
but this feeling inside, that I know you feel too, tells me this
thing, just like us, has a right to live out its life even though
that it might put all that we know on top of its head. And to let
this thing die... I'd rather die instead."

Brother was silent. His eyes facing his feet.
A pulsing inside where his rib cages meet.

"Brother, please hear me and trust me somehow
'cause I just can't explain what I'm feeling right now."

"Sis, I believe you. Your reason makes sense
while the thought of escaping is making me tense. If anyone sees or
sounds an alarm..."

Just then Brother's Sister grabbed his left
arm.

"What about Mother's cloak that she left when
she died? You can dust it clean off then take it outside, and I'll
create a distraction to divert the eyes of any nefarious and
wandering spies while you unlock the gate and slip past The Wall.
But who'd notice really? We're its keepers after all."

"That can't work. I need your mem'ry to guide
my way to the fruit once I make it outside."

"Then I'll go instead."

"No, it's not safe for you. In the unknown
there is danger, you might not make it through."

"Brother, that's kind of you to think of me
so, but there's no time to plan and both cannot go. We have to act
now, so what will it be?"

"You go on ahead. I'll wait under the lee of
the tree that faces North Nottings Way. Now please do be
careful."

"I'll be okay."

Then, with a look of both fear and
excitement, she threw on the cloak despite the indictment that
would surely result from her mutinous escape to the world of
uncertainty outside Nottingswood's Gate.

One by one, Brother unlatched every lock
looking over his shoulder and then at the clock.

"Now stick to the path and go straight to the
sea where you say this sweet lily grows untamed and free. Hurry
back quick, while this creature's still crying, and here's hoping
you're right and we can keep it from dying."

Sis slipped out the gate. Brother shut it
back tight. Even though it was wrong, it somehow felt right.

He grabbed some old books he hadn't looked at
in ages, sat by the tree and sorted through pages of history and
legends 'bout Nottingswood past, then he found the forgotten. An
answer at last?

In a hist'ry book there, among one of the
choices—slick, thick, and published by The Order of Voices—told
Brother all he thought he needed to know of the whos, whats and
whys of their town long ago.

He read and he read for what seemed like
forever and he knew he should have listened to every "shouldn't,"
"no," and "never."

Brother's head popped up quick, and closed up
the book.

"A monster's out there!"

So he got up to look through the crack in the
gate that led to outside. "If that beast has escaped, she'll be
eaten alive!"

No sooner had that awful thought crossed his
mind, knocked an odd patterned knock they had previously assigned.
As inconspicuous as he could, Brother unlocked the gate and,
escorting her home, asked, "Why were you late?"

With Mother's cloak in a bundle, Sister's
eyes opened wide, "I'll tell you, dear Brother, once we both are
inside."

Lolloping into the house, Sister tossed on
the bed the small berry fruit colored deep ruby red with spots of
bright yellow which speckled its surface. For a moment, the sight
had them forgetting their purpose.

But soon through the dome of pillows
surrounding the creature, whose mouth was still open sounding the
cry of all cries reverberating within, Brother closed up his ears
and tossed a lily fruit in.

Into its mouth on the very first try, Brother
waited to hear one more ear-cringing cry. But not one sound came,
only smacking and chewing, from this wee creature's mouth that
could be their undoing.

He fed it three more, then it soon fell
asleep, and he studied the thing from its head to its feet.

It looked like their species, but not of
their race, while a glow of sweet innocence enveloped its face.
Each characteristic was perfect not a feature was flawed. A star
from the heavens? A stray demigod?

A beat in his bosom made him reach out his
hand to cradle the thing he did not understand. It made not a sound
as he reached in the basket, pulled it out from the box that they
once called its casket.

It was still, slowly breathing, lying there
in his palm, but what was this power that made him feel calm and
collected when so much was out of sorts. This morning alone had him
changing his shorts.

He cast aside the box that was withered and
wizened, which served for too long as this poor creature's
prison.

Into the basket, he placed a pillow from the
stack. About to lay the thing down, he felt something on its back.
Two lumps were protruding down and in from its shoulders no bigger
than beans but much harder than boulders. Finally laying it down,
he kept it warm with his socks, and as he got up to leave - he
crushed the small box.

Outside of the pillows, his Sister stood
proud. He pulled her aside so they could both speak out loud. Her
face of excitement and wonderment gleaming so bright that he
couldn't help asking its meaning.

"Oh Brother, can you even hardly imagine what
exists in the land outside of our cabin? Outside of our clock and
our town and our wall? Have you the faintest idea what is out there
at all?

"There are pathways through fields of greens,
blues, and purples; cute hopping bunnygoats, fuzzywigs, and
snerples; dark jungles of trees climbing into the sky as sounds
fill your ears when whipplers fly by...!"

Brother interrupted, not hearing the rest. He
must tell her their hist'ry and hope for the best.

"Sister, I was glad to see you arrive for
there is something out there that could eat you alive. It's the
reason we hide behind The Great Wall; the something that once could
have finished us all."

So he showed her the book and the story he
read, with each frightening image still lodged in his head.

***

A windy, dark day left one dark windy night
some twelve years prior to this daring pair's plight. A day that
was filled with hubbub and commotion that rocked the whole town
regarding the notion of undoing the reign of the great winged
specter who perched o'er town-square and was once its
protector.

Illustrations showed the twins a great beast
with teeth, dragon-like wings, and a torso underneath of vein
rippled flesh, all muscle, no hair, a tattered robe whipping as it
flew through the air.

It was built like a person, just five
people-feet taller, and nothing around it could make it look
smaller. It sneered and it snarled eating all who would pass,
driving townsfolk to scatter, creating quite the morass.

Then in came The Voices to bring order and
might, to put down this old beast and set things aright. They
wrapped it in chains, then pulled out a plaque to hang 'round its
neck so it could talk back.

"Will you protect us," asked the town's new
lawmen?

The plaque then read clearly,

No, not ever again.

And so there it was, the beast dragged to
town-square, locked down to be stoned by the townspeople there. It
howled and it hissed as it was pelted with rocks while the
carpenters constructed a creature-sized box.

It bowed to the blows, wrapped itself in its
wings as it fell to the ground. The Voices' new underlings
heave-hefted, heave-hoed hoisting it high in the air, then down
into the box with uproarious fanfare.

Out stepped The Judge, her voice stern and
austere, "This is all our fault!" said so each one could hear. "We
allowed this to happen; we let this beast in our midst. We thought
we could control it," then she threw down her fist.

"We're not ones to adventure, to explore
regions unknown, dig deeper, run farther, fly where no one has
flown. Now this is what happens when your mind wanders free. These
wise, outside Voices will tell you who you must be."

The cheering crowd let out a sigh of relief
as fear opened them up to this new-found belief. They gave all
respect to the new Order of Voices who protected them now from all
of their choices.

"There is safety within our strict rule and
reason. You are what we say, or you'll be tried for treason."

All shouted for joy, "True protection at last
as long as we stay in this order of caste!" And for added
protection, the big and the small worked all day and all night to
build The Great Wall.

The box with the creature was left at town
center serving to curtail even the slightest adventure to argue
against what The Voices might say by the mouth of The Judge who let
them all stay.

"The creature is dead."

"No, I just heard it whimper!"

Dead or alive, it remained all through that
winter.

The Great Wall now finished, the crowd
gathered about to witness the box with the beast be cast out.
Sealed tight at its edges, it was carried away through fields of
sweet lilies and thrown into the bay.

***
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