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“The greatest courage in the world
is to be exactly what your consciousness says to you to be. And the greatest
cowardice in the world is to follow others, to imitate others.”


Osho
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“Breath”


 


“To sleep. The most intimate act of which I
am conscious: trusting the other without defences, words, constructions,
misunderstandings.


Soul and body wrapped in the same embrace,
the same breath.


Above all things: age, gender, flesh. I
have loved Dalain since his first whisper, I will love him until my last
breath. My name is Nephelim. I am a Paladin.”


 


 


A night without stars... dark... cold.


 


He waited for the Red Moon to reach its zenith before
he got up. His nurse's tweets had stopped worrying him for years. He had seven.


Though Alissa was an enormous woman, there was nothing
scary about her. Hers was the only breast he had ever breast-fed: his mother
had died after giving birth to him.


His father had offered asylum to her sister at a
difficult moment. Her husband had lost his lands due to the vice of gambling
and found herself on the street with a leather bag in which she had hardly put
a pair of clothes.


He had been happy to entrust Nephelim to a relative.
Veridiana, his cousin, was a year older than him: he knew she was destined to
be his wife.


The Elvish tradition of mixing blood only with
relatives was felt as an act of conscience towards the race: purity above all
values. It was the peasants who copulated randomly, like animals.


So it was what they taught to him.


He walked to the little one's room on his tiptoes: he
had been born in the morning. He had not stopped crying from the first breath.


A strange cry, with no voice, that tormented his
heart. He peered through the door ajar, watching the nurse cuddling the
new-born baby in her strong arms; she was walking back over and over in trying
to calm him.


«Has he eaten?» he stepped forward, forgetting to be
careful.


Alissa gave him a mischievously annoyed smile, raising
her eyebrows. She knew he had been waiting for the adults' sleep to come to
her. «He's
too weak. He can't suckle,» her gaze grew sad. «The healer doubts he can
survive more than a few days. His heart is sick.»


Nephelim approached, bending her lips in a thin line.
He was a soldier's son, used to the truth no matter how rough it could be.


«Have you tried?»


The woman gave him an annoyed look. «He
should stop crying, smart-ass. He's not strong enough to attach himself to the
breast.»


Nephelim became obstinate. «Isn't
there another way?»


Alissa searched in her memory. «When I
was young, I saw a lamb who had lost his mother, who rejected other sheep's
breasts. The shepherd wetted its mouth with a cloth dipped in milk. In the end,
he decided to feed himself. I could try: if he accepts the cloth, I will try to
bring it closer to my breast so that a few drops at a time could go down and
slide between his lips». Then he seemed to remember that
the landlady's instructions were clear. «Nephelim...
I do not think your aunt would approve. A sick child is a problem, a bother.
He'd die anyway. »


«Not today.» It was
decided by now. He extended his arms out to her, waiting for her to give the
baby to him. «My
father is far away. It is an order: mine is the only that must be respected in
his absence.
»


The nurse bowed slightly, with a smile on her face...
He was destined to command an army, his temper was known to servants and
family. She handed the new-born baby over to him, making sure he welcomed him
gently into his arms. Nephelim supported the little head with a firm hand,
careful not to weigh him down on his fragile neck.


Alissa walked away with a thrill. «It's a
dark, starless night. Not even the Red Moon can brighten the sky. A night of
bad luck.» She
was suddenly reminded of the child's unexpected question.


« What is his name? »


«Dalain. »


Nephelim smiled.


 


A night without stars... dark... cold. A
night brightened by the Red Moon's ghost. A perfect night.


 


 


The sound of a laughter, similar to rain
in spring.


 


«I’ve never seen that book. »


Dalain tried to hide it, knowing that his cousin's
gaze had already had time to indulge in the golden embellished leather
overcoat.


«I’ve…found it. »


Nephelim sat next to him, patiently. Spring slowly
turned to summer and it was lovely to relax in the open air, in the shade of
the huge apple tree planted by the deceased Lady. His mother. The attic was his
Heart Place: he spent most of the day there.


The book was hers.  


Dalain was not able to climb the stairs alone.


« I asked Alissa to
bring it to me. I told her to have your permission, to choose the one with the
most beautiful cover: green. It's my favourite colour. »


Nephelim's lips bent into a half smile, trying to look
less inflexible.


Dalain was careful. He took advantage of the nurse's
ignorance to get her to bring him as much as he wanted. Unlike the woman, he
had learned to read and count fast.


« You know that
"stuff" is forbidden. It should be burned in the fire. »


The child grabbed the book tightly against his chest.
He challenged him to make good on his threat, knowing that he would not be able
to do it.


«There is nothing forbidden. I have read enough to
know it is not dangerous "stuff." It's magic that has been banished
from the Kingdom, not its history. »


Loreana was of the same opinion: she loved to collect
ancient texts that narrated the past and the Ancient Religion. Her husband
considered it a harmless habit.


Her aunt had never been able to get her hands on her
things. She was forbidden to enter the attic. A decision that was agreed by
both father and son.


Dalain returned to lock himself in silence, watching
some of the boys running across them. Many of the servants' children were
living at the estate: they were on their way to the pasture, laughing loudly.
He understood that theirs was a race.


Nephelim observed him expression becoming sad. He did
not used to complain it was only his dark eyes that made the melancholy appear.


He stood up, giving him a hand. «Come. » He looked
back, noticing that he was holding his tome again. «Give it to me, I'll hide it
over the tree. «Your mother is not used to climb like a squirrel. The idea of
uncovering her ankles would make her faint from shame. »


He grabbed the book and hurried up to the highest
branches. He found a tangle of young foliage and covered it up from the sight
of people passing by.


Once on the ground, he waved back to him, warning him
to join him. Dalain got up uncertain, feeling the weight of his gaze:
Nephelim's eyes were the colour of iron, grey and strong.


Unlike others, he was not afraid of his cousin. He
knew that he would give his right hand, the one with which he held the sword,
for him. It had always been so.


They shared the same room since he was born. Nephelim
slept in front of him, letting his breath reach his face. He had learned to
know every breath to the point of falling asleep only when he was cuddled by
what he knew to be the natural rhythm. Every broken whisper was enough to make
him quickly recover consciousness.
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