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Karli could hear light music playing from beyond the parlor door, the sounds of lyre, 

tambourine and lilting courtly minstrelsy. She straightened the imaginary wrinkles in her 

dress for probably the twentieth time since she and her friends were escorted to this 

antechamber and instructed to wait until they were introduced before entering the 

ballroom. 

 

"The Duchess has always had a fine ear for music and often hand-picks minstrels for her 

feasts," Piper said as he removed a hair from his jerkin of fine brocade. He was dressed in 

his court finery for the occasion. Karli had to admit he cut a dashing figure. His jerkin 

was of red velvet and elaborately embroidered in yellow silk. His tights sported a 

matching alternating red and yellow diamond pattern. He wore a short cap with a long red 

feather perched atop it. Karli grew increasingly nervous about her simple, yet assuredly 

elegant, blue silk ball gown.  

 

"Which is why you're out here instead of in there, I assume," Thorgrin said with a wicked 

grin at the minstrel. Piper mimed removing a dagger from his heart as the other man 

chuckled. The Herald wore a black satin shirt and tight red trousers with knee-high 

leather boots. His red cap of office set off the outfit nicely, Karli thought.  

 

Even Lars had dressed for the occasion in a purple jerkin with a white shirt, trousers and 

high boots, and the largest, floppiest, purple hat that Karli had ever seen placed rakishly 

atop the big man's head. The hat sported a long, dyed purple feather that nearly brushed 

Lars' back as he walked. Thorgrin had tried to explain to the mercenary that the wearing 

of purple was considered a social misstep unless one was of royal birth, but Lars would 

hear none of it. "I like purple. I'm paying the coin for the dye. I'm wearing it."  

 

Finally, the music beyond the doors faded as the Chamberlain pulled them open to reveal 

the opulently decorated ballroom. Garlands of flowers bedecked every column. Candles 

filled the room with light. Wooden benches scrubbed to a mirror-like sheen, lined the 

walls. Karli could smell a variety of perfumes and the sweet scent of applewine on the 

air. The peal of trumpets broke the silence and the Chamberlain called: 

 

"My Lords and Ladies...Mistress Karli Rowantree, Healer of Attis, honored guest of 

Newcastle." 

 

The Chamberlain, Master Doranthus, took her hand and led her into the well-lit chamber. 

The other court folk, courtiers and lower lords and ladies, moved aside, revealing a path 

toward a dais upon which sat two elaborately carved cushioned seats. Standing beside the 

seat was Master Lyandus, His Grace's friend and advisor. He stood leaning on a long, 

brown staff shod at each end in gold, watching this way and that in his furtive way, as if 

examining the room for vermin. Karli averted her eyes from the man and made her way 

into the throng as instructed. 

 

"Gentles all...Hearld Thorgrin Redthorn, envoy of Newcastle, honored guest and 

sponsor." 

 



Tears of Vriannon : Newcastle (Part III) 

 

©2012 Shedrick Pittman-Hassett  Page | 2  

 

Thorgrin made his way into the room, nodding at the courtiers that greeted him as he 

came in and then took a place next to Karli in the crowd, squeezing her hand 

reassuringly.  

 

"See, not so bad." 

 

Karli merely nodded. All about her was finery enough to feed her village for a month, 

perhaps even a year. She felt small and inadequate. A country bumpkin getting above 

herself. Her dress, by the standards presented in this room, was plain and drab. She 

squeezed Thorgrin's hand, nodding again and smiling. She would make the best of this. 

She was a master of her craft and represented her people here. Poor and simple as they 

were, she would make them proud. 

 

"Guests of the Court...Poric a'Kieranon, Minstrel, and honored guest of the Ducal Court." 

 

Piper entered with his arms raised as if in triumph. Then he bowed elaborately to one of 

the young ladies, kissing her hand with grace and bounded forward, joining his friends in 

crowd with the sound of laughter behind him. 

 

"Guests of Newcastle...Master Lars of the Road, swordsman and honored guest." 

 

Lars made his way forward warily, eyeing the crowd as if vipers could spring out him at 

any minute. He was not allowed to wear a sword into the chamber and one could see that 

his hand itched to rest on a pommel. As he made his way to his friends, he cleaned his 

teeth with a finger and sniffed. "One day I'll be a lord. You'll see. And I'll show these 

folks how to hold a dinner party." 

 

Karli looked about the room at the wide variety of guests. The sons and daughters of the 

nobility who stood stiffly in the shadow of their parents shared space with ancient lords 

and ladies who had probably attended such feasts hundreds of times in the span of their 

long lives. Regardless, all were dressed in clothes awash in colors that Karli never 

dreamed could ever be made. The ladies' long tresses were adorned in hanging jewels, 

gleaming pins, and gossamer nets of finely-wrought gold and silver. Gentlemen wore 

elaborate waistcoats, jeweled torques, and ornamental daggers. The smell of perfume, 

candle wax, and sweat intermingled into a sour-sweet haze that drifted across the room--

repellant but attractive in the same breath. Her reverie was broken by more guests being 

announced. 

 

"Sir Durgas Kroganson, Order of the Sword, Garrison Commander and Lord Sherriff of 

the Duke's City of Newcastle." 

 

A short, but broad man wearing a dark, bristling mustache strode forward with a gait 

more apt for marching than moving in procession. He gripped the pommel of a 

longsword sheathed in a plain, black leather scabbard. He wore a red overlay with the 

Newcastle black falcon over a white shirt. The overlay bore a silver brooch etched with 

the Newcastle arms, the badge of his office as Lord Sherriff.  
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"Hey! How come he gets to wear a sword?" Lars pointed at the man as he made his way 

into the room, drawing the stares and gasps of several courtiers at his affront. 

 

"Probably because he's the Lord Sherriff, you dolt," Piper whispered as he pulled Lars' 

pointing hand down. 

 

After the announcement of the arrival of Commander Gryphonsbane and the Arch-

Deacon of the Cathedral, Lars sighed. "When do we eat?" 

 

"After the procession and the presentation," Thorgrin said. 

 

"And how long will that be?" 

 

"Well, we were at the front of the procession and they've just announced the Arch-

Deacon, so I figure there will be the Duke's son and then His Grace and his wife." 

 

Lars sighed again. "Mark my words. A real feast. Not any of this fluffery." 

 

"Sir Aeric Newcastle, Lord Marshall of Southund, Earl of Seareach, and Ducal Heir." 

 

Aeric was a young man of some twenty summers with brownish blonde hair and hawk-

like features. He carried himself nobly, head held high, but nodded as he passed some of 

the ladies of the court. He wore a silver-lined overlay of Newcastle over his white shirt 

and steel circlet upon his brow. He proceeded to the dais on which the Ducal seats sat and 

waited. 

 

After a furious fanfare of trumpets, the Chamberlain announced, "Their Graces, the Duke 

and Duchess of Southlund, Lord Mayor of the Duke's City, Lord and Lady of House 

Newcastle." 

 

The Duke was a thin, middle-aged man, still handsome with aquiline features softened by 

a close-cropped beard. He wore a dark blue shirt and military trousers with boots as well 

an elaborately embroidered doublet of dark colors. A golden circlet wrapped around his 

head, his expression bland and preoccupied. 

 

Her Grace was a beautiful woman of middle years with brown, wavy hair held in place 

by a cunning grouping of jeweled pins. She wore a silky dress of deep blue with a long 

train tended by four young ladies in resplendent dresses--Lady Whitheron among them.  

 

As the Duke and his wife passed through, the crowd closed ranks behind them. As they 

mounted the dais, they shared a few quiet words with their son and then took their seats. 

The Duke nodded to the Chamberlain. 

 

"Will His Grace's honored guests please come forward to the dais," the Chamberlain 

announced. 
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As instructed by the Chamberlain previously, the four companions approached the 

platform and kneeled before the Duke. 

 

"I bid you welcome to Newcastle. I hope you have found my hold to be hospitable and 

warm. Let all present know that you aided one of my Heralds. And as my Heralds are my 

eyes, ears, and word to my subjects across my lands, you have aided me. For that you 

have my thanks and my respect." 

 

Thorgrin lifted his chin to address the Duke. "You Grace, you honor us with your words 

and your hospitality. Allow us to honor you by taking our Oaths of Fealty before your 

Court." 

 

Duke Newcastle nodded. "You may. Master Doranthus, come forward please." 

 

The Chamberlain made his way to the dais, gathering his robes about him. There was a 

pause as one of the pages brought him a sword from behind the platform. This he 

presented lengthwise to each of the companions, save Lars, and bade them repeat the oath 

after him: 

 

"I do swear and affirm my fealty to my liege-lord, His Grace the Duke of Southlund, 

Vassasl to the High King, Ruler by the Grace of Gaal of the Realm, and thus affirm my 

fealty to Crown and Church." 

  

After each oath, each companion kissed the blade of the sword. Lars simply remained 

kneeling.  

 

The Duke smiled down at the companions and motioned for them to stand. "Please rise, 

my guests, and join in the revelry of my court." Then he rose from his seat and addressed 

the room. 

 

"Minstrels, strike a tune. Ladies and Lords, dance. When the bells toll, the feast begins!" 

 

As the music began again and the guests began to mingle, Lars scowled. "When the bells 

toll? Do nobility not eat?" 

 

--- 

 

Despite her initial fears, Karli found that she was enjoying herself at the ball. After her 

companions left her to make their own acquaintances, Karli found herself drawn into a 

conversation with an elderly natural philosopher from Thaloc who studied anatomy. 

Master Panthrian seemed please to converse with anyone on his chosen field, much less 

someone who shared his interest. After his wife pulled him away to greet a distant 

relative, Karli felt confident enough to mingle on her own for awhile.  

 

"So where is Attis, Lady Rowantree?" A young lady in an elaborate red and green gown 

approached with an entourage of equally young women in tow.  
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"Mistress Rowantree, thank you. And Attis is a small village at the northern end of the 

Dordannus Mountains. Southeast of here, I think." 

 

"Mistress Rowantree," the woman emphasized, with a sneer. "Yes. I am Lady Montalbain 

of Tyrgrove. What an...adorable...gown. I think it was made by Mistress Torthald, if I'm 

not mistaken?" 

 

"Why, yes. Yes it was." 

 

"She does such great work with my younger sister's clothes. Young Siobhan is eight and 

looks so...darling." 

 

Karli stood speechless as the group made their way back into the mingling crowd.  

 

"Don't let them bother you. More coin than brains, the Montalbains, my father always 

says." 

 

Karli turned to see the Ducal Heir standing beside her. He took her hand and kissed it. 

"My father says that you killed a necromancer with these hands. And that you are a 

Master Healer to boot. Bernys Montalbain can claim no such thing. Don't allow her to 

spoil your evening." With that, the Heir hailed another acquaintance and excused himself. 

 

.Karli suddenly felt the need for a friend. Piper was entertaining a group of ladies by 

juggling wine glasses. Lars was deep in conversation with a sharp-featured lady who 

gripped his arm with talon-like fingers. She finally made her way to Thorgrin who was 

standing with Lord Tallbirch beside the sideboard. 

 

"Enjoying yourself, Karli?" Thorgrin asked.  

 

"Somewhat, though I admit I'm not exactly in my element." 

 

"It's the hounds, isn't it?" Lord Tallbirch nodded. "I saw Lady Montalbain approach you. 

Of all the hounds at this ball, she is the queen bitch." 

 

Karli blinked at the unexpected candor of the Lord Herald. "Hounds, my lord?" 

 

"Hounds. Sniffing about, nipping at each other, constantly trying to curry the master's 

favor. It is a game I've learned to play but do not enjoy. But, it is the way of the world, is 

it not, young Thorgrin?" 

 

"Yes, I'm afraid so, my lord." 

 

Three bells pealed from the castle's bell tower, announcing the beginning of the feast.  

 

The guests parted ways, allowing the Duke and Duchess to lead the way from the 

ballroom to the feast hall. The Duke's table sat upon a long dais, facing lengthwise, at the 
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far end of the room. Other tables had been placed parallel to each other, perpendicular to 

the Duke's platform. All remained standing as the Duke, his wife, his son, the 

Archdeacon, the Archon Commander, the Lord Sherriff, and Master Lyandus made their 

way up the platform to the table. The Archdeacon then said a blessing over the gathering, 

emitting a feeling of peace and contentment that spread throughout the hall, the hand of 

Gaal touching everyone gathered. Then stewards emerged from the alcoves to help direct 

guests to their tables and begin serving them wine and food.  

 

The four friends were seated together and introduced themselves to their companions for 

the evening. Master Shadwell was a merchant with thin lips who seemed content to sip 

his wine quietly and leer at the women at the table. Master Longbottom attended the feast 

with his wife, Nori, a small little woman of perhaps eighteen summers. Longbottom was 

a jovial man, and appeared to be a competitor for Master Shadwell's mercantile business. 

Master Beryl was a young astronomer visiting from the University at Thaloc. He was a 

distant cousin of the Duchess and seemed to be as in awe of the proceedings as Karli. 

Lord Talyn attended with his attaché, Pensk. He was an effete man with small holdings 

apparently in the south east, near Tyrgrove. The conversation was lively, carried 

primarily by Master Longbottom and Thorgrin. The company at the feast table was far 

more convivial than that during the ball. 

 

When it was mentioned that the companions would likely be traveling north, Master 

Longbottom chuckled. "Then you are in luck, my new friends. I know of a caravan 

leaving from Tarquinn for Albynnis with which you can travel in relative safety. They 

leave in three days so if you secure passage across the bay tomorrow, you should be able 

to attach yourselves to them. I can send a pigeon with my endorsement if you like, first 

thing in the morning." 

 

"That would be wonderful, Master Longbottom. We thank you," Karli said.  

 

As the stewards brought out the final course of fruit tarts and crème, Her Grace the 

Duchess called out to Piper to entertain them with a song.  

 

"Very well, Your Grace. Do you have a request of me?" 

 

"One of the songs of the north. I like their melancholy air." 

 

Piper smiled. "I know just the thing." 

 

He moved to the first stair of the dais began to sing in a lilting, woeful tone: 
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To Caer Camoran did I ride, 

It was my wedding day, 

She waited there, my bonny bride, 

For vows we both would say. 

 

My sturdy horse did crest the rise 

And there my breath did catch 

For a lass with gemstones for her eyes 

Sat 'neath the mountain ash.  

 

Rowantree, O Rowantree 

Her bonny eyes did bind me 

Rowantree, O Rowantree, 

Beneath the Rowantree 

 

Lightly from my steed I leaped  

And doffed my wedding cap 

But her smile did still my words to sleep 

By then, I was entrapped.  

 

Against the bole she sat and cooed, 

My head up on her lap, 

I forgot the lass I loved and wooed, 

And my fine red briding cap. 

 

Rowantree, O Rowantree 

In her arms you'll find me 

Rowantree, O Rowantree, 

Beneath the Rowantree 

 

Here I've sat, forever more, 

With the girl with gemstone eyes, 

My love has gone to Devonmoor  

To become another bride 

 

So in the summer, if you do ride, 

And come upon the mountain ash, 

Run home to your kin, your kith, your bride 

And run from the gem-eyed lass. 

 

Rowantree, O Rowantree 

No one more shall find me 

Rowantree, O Rowantree, 

Bound to the Rowantree 
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Applause erupted throughout the hall and cheers for more from the bard, but he simply 

shook his head and smiled and made his way back to their table. 

 

Thorgrin poked Karli in the ribs and asked what she thought of the tune.  

 

"I don't know whether to be infuriated or flattered," she replied, honestly. 

 

"Often the reaction the minstrel invokes." 

 

When Piper took his seat, she leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. 

 

"Was that for the song?" 

 

Karli nodded. "I've decided to be flattered rather than insulted." 

 

"Fair enough." 

 

After the last course was had, the Duke and Duchess excused themselves and bade the 

rest of the court to continue the revels in their absence. Lars rose at that point as well. 

 

"Where are you going?" Thorgrin asked. 

 

"I have an appointment to keep with Lady Greyhawke." 

 

Piper chuckled at Thorgrin's shocked expression. "He's the help, Thorgrin." 

 

Karli frowned. "What do you mean?" 

 

Piper looked suddenly uncomfortable. "Lady Greyhawke has a reputation for choosing 

lovers from beneath her station to satisfy certain...needs. On a very temporary basis." 

 

The big mercenary shrugged. "Perhaps. But I guaranteed her that I'm all the help she 

needs." With that, he excused himself. 

 

 


