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Prologue
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[image: image] “PEOPLE GET THE HEROES THAT THEY deserve.”

      It is a very ancient saying, spoken by someone who was, I have no doubt, far wiser and greater than I could ever hope to be.
            For I am not, and never have been, a Hero. I have been a king, a warrior, a politician … but not a Hero.

      I have always envied those who were.

      I hear that the king of far-off Albion is a Hero. I have never had the honor of meeting him although I would much like to.
            In my younger days, that seemed a possibility, but matters of state kept me here. I always figured there would be time enough
            in the future.

      Now the end of my future looms before me, and I am filled with naught but regrets.

      I find myself, day upon day, trapped in endless and oftentimes mindless meetings as various landed and titled individuals come before me and explain why they should have even more land and more titles. Or an endless stream of people
            with barely two coins to scratch together parade before me, presenting me with problems or disputes and expecting me to come
            up with some manner of solving them. On occasion I am able to. More often than not, they are trapped by the particulars of
            their circumstances, and I cannot change them because I cannot, with a wave of my scepter, reorder the entirety of society.
            Such engagements become a humbling exercise in the realization of how limited a king’s power truly is.

      They are waiting for me even now in the throne room, more people seeking my help or advice or who knows what else. Very likely,
            the Duke of Overland will step in and start adjudicating the less-pressing cases in my stead. Ah, the duke … when he first
            came to court, he seemed very much the Hero to me. Brave, noble, selfless. His emulation of the heroic ideal is why I made
            him one of my closest advisors. But since then, he has proven just as much the political animal as any other striving for
            power, if not more so. Pondering the vast gulf between what I thought the duke was, and what he is, is what has prompted me
            to dwell upon the nature of Heroes in the first place.

      Then I remember that the duke is not at court although he is reportedly on his way back from an excursion. Running late, so
            I’m told. So they will be waiting on me, then. Let them wait. That is one of the few advantages of being a king. People wait
            on you and dare not say a word if you decide not to tailor your schedule to their liking.

      Rather than sitting in the confines of my throne room—a room so vast that it would seem insane that anyone could possibly find it limiting—I have taken refuge in the royal garden.
            It is a crisp day as I sit here, surrounded by thick green hedges and lush beds of flowers planted by previous occupiers of
            the throne, or more precisely, their queens. The air is getting colder these days, and I see it in the morning frost on the
            flowers. It will mark their annual march toward extinction, only to be reborn in the spring.

      Would that humans had the same capacity for endless rebirth.

      I hear a soft footfall behind me and quickly I am on my feet. The bones may be brittle, the muscles may have lost their suppleness,
            but the reflexes continue to serve me well, and though my body may moan in protest, at least it continues to obey my commands.
            I have a short sword in my belt that I carry routinely, and it hisses smoothly out of the scabbard. I whip it around to face
            the unknown intruder.

      It is a man with a bemused expression and empty hands. His face is narrow and hawklike, and his gaze darts around as if he
            is trying to determine what might be the source of my concern, only to be profoundly surprised upon realizing that it is he.
            He is dressed in traveling clothes and obviously has been employing them for that purpose, for they are caked with dirt. “Greetings,
            sire,” he says.

      “Greetings,” I say cautiously. “I thought you might be an assassin.”

      “If I were, I would be a rather poor one, given that I am unarmed and that you are supposed to be elsewhere. So if my plan
            of attack were to involve assaulting you bare-handed someplace where you are not supposed to be, then I’d be advised to find another vocation.”

      His words seem reasonable to me, and slowly I sheathe my blade. “Who are you, then, and what business have you here?”

      “I am no one of importance. A mere lover of horticulture. Whenever I am hereabouts, I make sure to take in the royal garden.”

      “Which is intended to be for the exclusive enjoyment of the king.”

      “And will you have me beheaded for enjoying the flowers?” “Kings have beheaded men for less.” I shrug. “Enjoy them as you
            wish. In the grand scheme, it is of no consequence.” I lower myself back onto the bench.

      “I did not mean to intrude on the royal contemplation,” he assures me.

      “I contemplate nothing of consequence. I contemplate Heroes.”

      “How can you say that Heroes are inconsequential,” he says, sounding surprised at the notion.

      “Because there are no more, save for the king of distant Albion—at least, so I hear—and he is roughly my age. Once he has
            departed this sphere, Heroes will be of no more consequence than any other extinct species.”

      “Extinct? Never.”

      “You know the world in which we live as well as I,” I say. “Once Heroes bestrode the land, and they were beloved and revered.”

      “And now?”

      “Now?” I shrug. “Now they are treated with contempt. With suspicion. Any who would pursue the noble calling are made to feel ignoble and so become mere sell swords or hedge wizards
            or similarly waste whatever talents they might have. The vast majority never even explore their potential, and thus their
            talents lie fallow while they lead mundane, unexceptional lives.”

      “A very sour view of the world, Your Majesty.”

      “Sour but no less accurate. What is it …?” My voice trails off a moment before I recover it once more. “What is it about
            humanity that there is such a need to tear down Heroes? I cannot comprehend it.”

      “The pendulum swings and continues to swing and never stops. Heroes were once far more revered than they are now, yes, I concede
            that. And over time, people have grown suspicious because … well, because they are fools, I suppose.

      “The truth is that people always want what they do not have while being dissatisfied with that which they do have. They had
            Heroes, and they became suspicious and distrustful and drove the profession nigh to oblivion. But nearly is not the same as
            completely.”

      “The time for Heroes has passed, and whatever you may believe about pendulums, oh nameless one, there is nothing to say that
            such a time will return.”

      He looks at me with something akin to pity. “You say that there are no more Heroes, and I am telling you that you are wrong.
            That may be a shocking notion for a king to have to face, since kings traditionally are surrounded by people who seem obsessed
            with trying to convince them of their infallibility.”

      “And you believe otherwise?”

      “Belief indicates a lack of facts. I despise beliefs. I embrace only knowledge.”

      “So you have knowledge of Heroes, then.” I keep my tone even and skeptical, not wanting to hint that there is the slightest
            bit of hope left within me.

      “Yes indeed.”

      “Firsthand?”

      “Seen”—and he taps the side of his head—“with these very eyes, as surely as I am seeing you.”

      “Tell me of them.”

      “It is a lengthy tale,” he warns me. “A tale of such enormity and scope that some would dismiss it as a mere fable.”

      “I would hear it and dismiss it as nothing.” I stretch and wince as I feel pain seizing my spine. “If it is all the same to
            you, I shall lie down upon this bench.”

      “You are the king. You may listen however you wish.”

      I lie down upon the bench, interlacing my fingers and resting them upon my chest. The position eases the spasms in my back,
            and I sigh gratefully. “Speak, then, and I shall attend.”

      “The tale begins in Bowerstone. You know of it?”

      “It is in Albion, I believe. Beyond that, I know nothing of it.”

      “Bowerstone”—and the man is already warming to his tale—“in many ways is at the forefront of what Albion has become … and,
            by extension, what it has left behind. Once Albion had been a land where magic held sway. Eventually, technology supplanted
            much of it, like weeds overrunning a lush and green forest. At the time my story starts, the advent of technology and the growth of the population had already caused Bowerstone to expand beyond an acceptable size
            for any city, much less a pit such as Bower-stone. If you expand a dung heap, you just end up with a far greater stench.

      “Not that the entirety of Bowerstone was execrable. The immediate area surrounding Bowerstone Castle was quite nice. And one
            could actually spend a pleasant day wandering Bowerstone Market, with many respectable shops and the Cow & Corset Inn, where
            the meat was fresh and the wenches fresher. But then there was Bowerstone Industrial, a haven of so-called progress, belching
            smoke and fouling the very air. And then there was Old Quarter, a depressed slum filled with thieves and lowlifes. It is also
            the home of one of our protagonists, but we shall get to him anon.

      “Instead, our story begins in the mind of a young man.” “How would you know what was in his mind?”

      He had been about to move to the next sentence in his narrative, but his mouth remains open momentarily before snapping shut
            with an audible click. He pauses a few seconds, and then, his mouth in a firm line, says, “With all due deference to Your
            Majesty, this story will progress far more smoothly if you do not question me perpetually as I tell the tale. Please, I pray
            you, accept that I am the omniscient narrator of this ‘fable,’ and thus am somewhat … what is the word …?”

      “Omniscient?”

      “Exactly.”

      I wave my hand magnanimously. “Proceed.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” he says with a slight bow that is, surprisingly, devoid of any sense of irony. “So … the young man. His name was Thomas. Thomas Kirkman. He was a resident
            of a region called Millfields, near the lake. His father was a wealthy merchant dealing in textiles and simply assumed that
            Thomas would devote his full efforts into going into the family business since he was about to come of age. His mother, on
            the other hand, was of ill health and seemingly had been for as long as Thomas could remember. As for Thomas himself, he was
            a large, bold, and bluff boy with a disturbing tendency to say precisely what was on his mind regardless of the consequences.
            But he was also haunted by his original sin.” He pauses. “You are doubtless wondering what that sin might be.”

      “Dare I ask?” I say drily.

      “You are a king. The king dares all.”

      “What,” I say, “is Thomas Kirkman’s original sin?” “He had the unadulterated nerve to not die.”

   
      
      
Chapter 1
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[image: image] THE CREATURE WAS RIGHT IN FRONT of Thomas, right there, its mouth wide and its jaws slavering and its muzzle thick with blood.
         Its pointed ears were upright and quivering. Its fur was a dirty black, covered with debris and brambles from whatever bushes
         it had been hiding in, and when the creature roared, its breath washed over Thomas and caused his stomach to clench and his
         gorge to rise.
      

      You can’t smell things in dreams! You can’t! This is … is no dream! Thomas’s fear-stricken voice sounded in his head, and he tried to scream, but he was unable to find the breath to do so.
         The most he was able to muster was a paralyzed “urkh” noise that was hardly helpful when it came to summoning aid.
      

      Thomas, lying on his bed, tried to twist away from the creature, but his body refused to obey the commands of his distraught mind. His attention remained fixed upon the blood that was all over the beast’s mouth because he knew whose
         blood it was, and the notion that his blood was about to join it was overwhelmingly terrifying to him.
      

      I don’t want the same thing to happen to me … I don’t want to end up like Stephen … please, no, please, no …

      The creature grabbed one of his shoulders and began to shake him violently. This prompted Thomas to discover his voice, and
         it erupted from within him like uncorked champagne exploding from a bottle. Thomas screamed at the top of his newly liberated
         lungs. There were no words; it was pure, inarticulate horror spewing into the air.
      

      Surprisingly, the creature actually seemed taken aback. It shook him even more, and then it spoke.

      “Thomas!”

      The fact that the monster was suddenly speaking in an understandable tongue was enough to shock Thomas to a halt. He stared
         uncomprehendingly at the beast with its fearsome yellow eyes, except instead of savagery, they were filled with confusion.
         “Thomas, wake up!”

      With those words, it was as if a veil had been lifted from Thomas’s mind. Slowly, the monster that had been looming over Thomas,
         threatening his life, dissolved like morning dew dissipated by the sun’s rays. In its stead was the face of his father. He
         was jowly, with a gleaming, bald head that always seemed beaded with sweat regardless of whether it was hot as hell or cold
         as hell. His room likewise came into focus. It was a simple affair in terms of furniture, with only a single dresser and a bed with a lumpy mattress and a threadbare sheet.
      

      The reason for this was that Thomas’s father was a big believer in teaching his son how to properly apportion money. Rather
         than furnish the room himself, his father told Thomas that he had a certain amount of money available to him every year specifically
         designated to be used for room furnishing and that he was free to use it as he saw fit.
      

      But Thomas set little store in such things as mattresses or dressers or even clothing. Instead, his entire focus was on books.

      Lots of books.

      Copious numbers of books. Books that were stacked everywhere, in no particular order, and yet somehow Thomas was always able
         to locate whatever particular volume he might be seeking at any given time.
      

      “Thomas—!”

      “I’m awake, Father,” Thomas said with a croak, sitting up in bed. His nightshirt was soaked with perspiration, and his long,
         thick brown hair was likewise hanging damp around his face. “I’m awake—”
      

      “What was hammering through your skull, boy?” said his father, stepping back. He glanced around suspiciously at the books
         as if they were the source of all his problems. “More foolishness gleaned from your endless collection of nonsensical tales?”
      

      “They’re not nonsense, and no,” said Thomas. “What was it, then?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “You don’t.” His father did not sound particularly convinced, which was largely due to the fact that Thomas was an abysmal
         liar.
      

      And Thomas knew perfectly well that his father was aware of his obfuscation. He tried to look his father in the eyes but wound
         up lowering his gaze, staring fixedly at the sheet as he insisted, “No. I don’t.”
      

      His father considered pushing the matter but then shrugged it off, as if he had issues of far greater import on his mind.
         “You need to see her,” he said.
      

      “Her?” It was at that point that Thomas abruptly realized the earliness of the hour. The sun was not yet above the horizon.
         His father had always been an early riser, but this was excessive even for him. “Her who? Mother, you mean?”
      

      “She began coughing, and she will not stop.”

      “Did you send for a doctor?” Even as he spoke, he tossed aside his blanket and settled his bare feet on the floor, which seemed
         unconscionably cold.
      

      “Yes. And he suggested I send for you. He said that now would be a good time for you to see her.”

      Then did his father’s meaning become clear to him as the last dregs of slumber fell from his mind. Forgotten, or at least
         shunted aside for the time being, was the snarling creature from his dreams. Instead, his focus was entirely on his father’s
         concern for his mother. Not that his father was ever the most demonstrative of men, but even so, his worry was palpable.
      

      Thomas followed his father out into the hallway and up the stairs to their bedroom. The doctor was standing just outside, holding his satchel loosely, a look of carefully contrived sorrow upon his face. “I have made her as comfortable
         as possible,” he said, “but beyond that, there is nothing I can do.”
      

      “I’m sure you tried your best,” said Thomas.

      He stopped in the doorway, however, and even though he had known what he was going to see, it still wasn’t easy for him.

      His mother was lying in bed, looking wasted and wan. For a moment, he wasn’t even sure if she was still alive, and then he
         saw her chest rise and fall ever so slightly, and a faint rasp sounded from her chest. “She’s breathing easier,” said his
         father, and Thomas found that distressing because she still sounded awful to him.
      

      Then her mouth moved as if it was a tremendous effort of will, and her voice barely above a whisper, she said, “My son …”

      “I’m here,” said Thomas, and he crossed the room and sat upon the edge of the bed. He took her hand, and it felt cold as death
         already. He knew that sensation all too well, for he had felt it once before, and it was something that he would never, ever
         forget. “I’m here, Mother.”
      

      “I’m so glad. I … I need to tell you …” She squeezed his hand with all the strength that her frailty enabled her to display.

      “Tell me what?”

      “I …” A cough seized her, but she suppressed it. “I … forgive you.”

      He heard a sharp intake of breath from his father. “You … you do …?”

      She nodded, and even that seemed to require tremendous effort. “I blamed you … for your brother’s death. It is a terrible
         thing to admit … but I did. And I should not have … it … it was not fair to you …”
      

      Thomas was a swirl of emotions. “That’s all right. Mother, I know that you love me. I’ve always known that.”

      “Yes. And the truth is …” Her body shook, trembling, and she forced herself to continue. “The truth is … if only one of my
         sons had to survive … I’m so relieved it was you.”
      

      “Mother, don’t say things like that—”

      “I’ll say what I wish … what I need to say … the truth is that … that you have potential …” The three-syllable word had taken
         great effort for her to say, and she had to regain her strength before she could continue. “Far more … than your brother ever
         did …”
      

      He wanted to tell her that that was ridiculous. That Stephen had had as much potential, if not more, than Thomas ever did.
         That Stephen had been smart and business savvy and also brave, so brave, and the fact that his life had been cut short by
         the—
      

      Thomas stopped short. Even in his own head, the events of his past as he had remembered them had been subjected to such criticism
         and contempt that he censored his very thoughts.
      

      “It’s true,” she said, as if he had spoken. “Your brother … he had very little worth. All he cared about were his books and
         his legends and tales of heroic adventure. He was never going to be of any use to your father. Heavens know he was of no use to me. Not like you.” And she squeezed his hand. “Not like you, Stephen.”
      

      Thomas felt as if his heart had just been crushed. “The world would be so much poorer without you in it, Stephen. And you
         … you made up that … that insane story … about a balverine killing your brother … you didn’t want to admit that you weren’t
         able to save him … so you said it was something unnatural … that no mortal could have stopped … I forgive you that. I forgive
         you everything, Stephen. At least you’re still here … instead of Thomas …”
      

      His jaw twitched, and he saw his father looking at him with both despair and warning. “Yes, good thing for that,” said Thomas,
         trying to keep the misery out of his voice and not entirely succeeding.
      

      She didn’t notice his tone. “Good thing,” she echoed, and then she closed her eyes and let her head slump back. She shuddered
         once more, and there was a rattle in her throat that Thomas recognized immediately, for he had heard it on that long-ago day
         in that last, final moment of his life.
      

      Then she was gone. And with her, she took the last dregs of Thomas’s childhood. And he had no idea what she had left behind.

   
      
      
Chapter 2
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[image: image] JAMES SKELTON WAS A TOWHEADED lad, with a ruddy complexion and arms and legs that seemed determined to outstrip him when it
         came to physical development. Just when he thought he had the damned things under control, there would come another growth
         spurt, and suddenly he was tripping over his own feet or knocking things over with his elbows because he had turned around
         too quickly.

      Not that it was difficult to knock things over or find other things to trip over in James’s incredibly crowded home. Situated
         in one of the grimier, more run-down regions of Bowerstone Old Quarter, the house was only a notch or two above the category
         of “hovel,” wherein resided James, his mother, his two surviving grandparents, a lazy bastard of an uncle, and six siblings.
         James was the second oldest of the brood, all of whom had been born one after the other over a period of six years. There was a permanent sense of frustration and claustrophobia
         in the home, and the children slept in shifts since there was insufficient bed space. All of the kids were actively employed
         in jobs ranging from apprentice ironsmith to apprentice beggar.

      James had, as far as he was concerned, the best job of the lot of them because he was the only one who didn’t complain about
         it incessantly. Not only that, but it was the only job that got him out of his section of town and into someplace that didn’t
         perpetually carry the stench of offal mixed with blackened air. It brought him to Millfields and the home of Thomas Kirkman.
         According to Thomas, their house was relatively modest compared to some of the others, but as far as James was concerned,
         it was nothing short of palatial.

      It was a crisp morning, the sun’s warmth not having yet done much to warm it up. These days with the seemingly permanent haze
         of smoke that hung over the city, the sun was oftentimes fighting to penetrate it and not always succeeding. James ran as
         quickly as he could, striving as always to maintain his balance since his unfortunate gawkiness presented a constant challenge
         to remaining upright.

      Other servants lived with their masters, but James did not reside at the Kirkman house. There were several reasons for this:
         They did not have a separate servant’s quarters; and Thomas’s father, when asked by his peers about the absence of live-in
         help, would sneer and say, “Why should I spend good money putting food into other people’s mouths? What service are they going to provide me while I sleep? Let them feed themselves breakfast and dinner and
         not breathe my air in their slumber.”

      So James would hurry every morning from his home, such as it was, to the Kirkman residence, to serve in Thomas’s employ and
         do whatever it was that Thomas required. He had operated in that capacity since both of them were quite young, and in more
         recent years, he had functioned less and less as a servant and more and more as Thomas’s friend. A paid friend, by all means,
         but a friend nevertheless.

      He was surprised to discover, on this particular morning, that the front door to the manor was standing wide open rather than
         closed as it normally was. The discovery was enough to cause him to slow his run to a trot, and then to a halt. It seemed
         odd, to be standing in front of the house that he had entered so many times and to find himself hesitating at the threshold.
         Then he heard the sounds of heavy footfalls coming slowly, methodically down the stairs, thump, thump, one at a time. The
         pattern was enough for him to figure out that it was two men who were carrying some sort of burden.
      

      Then he saw two men dressed in black emerging into the daylight, carrying a stretcher between them, and there was a body on
         it covered with a shroud that reached up and over the head. But James didn’t have to see the body beneath it to know whose
         it was.
      

      “Poor Thomas,” he muttered. It wasn’t as if he was unsympathetic to the woman whose corpse was beneath the shroud, but at
         least her lengthy suffering was over. Thomas, though, had been left behind, with a father who was hardly the most nurturing of men. On the other hand, at least
         Thomas had come of age and was in command of his own future even though that future seemed to be already set as part of his
         father’s business.
      

      As the men walked past with their burden, he said, “No hearse?”

      One of the men shrugged, and said, “Busy elsewhere, and he wanted her gone as soon as possible.”

      “When’s the funeral?”

      “Ain’t gonna be one,” said the other man with a look of obvious disgust. “Said he didn’t see the point in it. That they’d
         all had plenty of time to mourn her while she was dying, and no point in everyone sitting around and being … what’d he say?”
      

      “Lachrymose,” the first man said.

      “Right. Lachrymose. We take her back to the charnel house, we burn her, and we’ll be bringing back the ashes directly. No
         fuss. No muss.”
      

      “And no big cost.”

      Slowly, they both shook their heads, making no effort to hide their disdain for such a mind-set, and then continued on their
         way. James Skelton watched them go, scarcely knowing what to think of such a thing. Then he turned and headed into the house.
         Normally, he would have gone straight up to Thomas’s room, but under the circumstances, he wasn’t sure what his destination
         should be. But then the question was quickly settled when he heard an abrupt, frustrated, and very loud, “Damnation, Thomas, not this again!” It was coming from upstairs, and James didn’t hesitate to sprint up the stairs to what was, as it turned out, the study of Thomas’s father.
      

      The man was in a fine lather, and he didn’t even notice when James appeared at the door looking concerned. He was circling
         Thomas, who was seated in a chair in the middle of the room. It seemed like some manner of grand inquisition. “Could you possibly
         have picked,” he was raging, “a worse possible time to—”
      

      “I didn’t pick it!” Thomas said plaintively. “Mother brought it up! When she was talking about how Stephen died! Well, actually how I died, but …”
      

      “You died?” James spoke up, confused.

      Thomas turned and saw that James was standing there, his face aghast. He wasn’t the least bit embarrassed at having a witness
         to this confrontation. The Kirkman family had no secrets from James by this point in any of their lives. Still, he obviously
         felt the need to clarify the statement he’d just made. “Mother, while she lay dying, got everything jumbled in her head. She
         thought Stephen was the one who survived the balverine attack years ago instead of me …”
      

      “There you go again! There are no such bloody things as balverines!” his father shouted. “Certainly not now, if there ever
         were! They’re from another time, another age—”
      

      “A better one,” Thomas shot back. “An age of magic and wonder and heroism.”

      “Oh, balls, boy!” said his father with growing impatience. “When the hell are you going to live in the world we have rather
         than your world of books?”
      

      “I need those books to keep me sane around here!” And now he was on his feet, bellowing in fury. “I mean … come on, Dad! How
         else? The way you talk to me every day, you make it pretty clear how disappointed you are in me. Even though I’m there, every
         day, down at the market, working as hard as any employee.”
      

      “You’re supposed to be working harder! You’re supposed to be working like someone who’s going to own it all one day! You’re—”

      And James could take it no longer. Tossing aside decorum, uncaring of his relative status in the world, losing sight of who
         he was and what he was supposed to be, James’s voice rose above both of theirs, silencing them with his outrage: “For crying out loud, a woman has died here today! Will the two of you please knock it off? Show a little damned respect!”

      Thomas and his father were both stunned into a brief silence. It was Thomas who found his voice first as he said, very softly,
         “You’re right.”
      

      “He’s right?” Thomas’s father was now speaking once more, but he was reacting very differently from his son. “He’s right? He’s a servant!”
      

      “Even servants get to be right now and then, Father. I’m sorry I spoke so harshly to you. I know that you’re doing the best
         you—”
      

      His father wasn’t paying him any attention. Instead, his gaze was fixed upon James, and James felt his knees going slightly
         weak. “Your services will no longer be required here. Get out.”
      

      “James, stay put,” Thomas said immediately. He turned to his father. “James is my servant. More than that, he’s my friend. He’s two years younger than I am, but he’s a yard smarter.
         He’s not going anywhere.”
      

      It looked as if half a dozen replies danced across his father’s lips. Ultimately, he said nothing at all. Instead, he turned
         and strode out without a word. Thomas, who had been standing, sank back into the chair with a low sigh. He slumped back, putting
         his hand to his forehead. “I’m sorry you had to see that, James.”
      

      “I’ve seen worse,” said James. “You want to tell me what happened?”

      “Why not? Who else am I going to talk to?” he said mirthlessly. “You’re pretty much all I have in the world right now.”

      James chuckled at that. “I’ve been telling you for a while, you need to find a girl.”

      “There are plenty of girls interested in me,” said Thomas, and he sounded more annoyed by it than anything. “They see me as
         the son of a wealthy merchant and figure I’ll be able to provide them a lifestyle they’ll find pleasing. I want a girl who
         loves me for me, not for my father’s purse.”
      

      “That’s fair enough, and I’ll wager you’ll find her.”

      “Really.” It was not a question but rather a flat assertion of skepticism. “James … even my mother wasn’t in my corner. So
         I think you’ll understand if I don’t hold out a lot of hope in that regard.”
      

      “She wasn’t in her right mind, and you know that.”

      “She may not have been in her right mind, but that doesn’t mean she wasn’t speaking from her heart …”

      “Your mother loves you … loved you,” said James. “You must know that. So does your father, although I imagine it’s hard to—”

      “Do you believe me?”

      The question caught James off guard. “Believe you?”

      “Yes.”

      “About what?”

      “You know about what.”

      “I swear to you, Thomas, I really don’t.”

      “The balverine.”

      “Oh. Well, I—”

      A dagger was hanging at Thomas’s hip. James had grown so accustomed to it that he had paid it no mind, but now Thomas pulled
         it out of the scabbard and held it up in front of him. “Stephen’s dagger,” said Thomas, his eyes fixed upon it as if it were
         a hypnotic flame. “He dropped it that day, fighting the balverine. Fighting to save my life because I’d been stupid enough
         to go into the woods at night on a dare. He dropped it, and it fell near me, and the balverine gutted him, James. It gutted
         him. I saw the insides of my brother spilled out upon the ground like a spilled plate of noodles, and then the creature came
         at me. It grabbed me and roared at me, and I faced death at the hands of something that seemed like it stepped right out of
         one of my books. And it didn’t realize that I had grabbed up the fallen knife just before it took me, and I drove this knife”—and
         he jabbed it forward—“right into its eye. Right into the damned thing’s eye, James, and it dropped me and grabbed at its face,
         blood pouring down, and I ran. I ran and I felt like every step I took, at any point, the thing would leap upon me from the darkness and drive me to the ground and finish the
         job. If I hadn’t been such a damned coward—”
      

      “Coward!” James could scarcely believe it. “Thomas, you were a child! Nothing but a child! You’re beating yourself up because
         you didn’t press a momentary advantage that, if you had, would have ended with there being two corpses in the woods instead
         of one that night? That’s as ridiculous as … as—”
      

      “As balverines being real?”

      James shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “It could have been a normal wolf.”

      “But it wasn’t.”

      “But it could have been …”

      “But it wasn’t! Come on, James, you sound like my father!”
      

      “You don’t have to be insulting,” James said defen -sively.

      “Do you seriously think that I couldn’t tell the difference between a normal, mangy wolf and a creature from hell?”

      “I think it was dark, and you were young and terrified, and your mind might have built it up to become something torn from
         the pages of your books.”
      

      “That it might have.”
      

      “Yes,” said James. “Because it might also have been exactly what you say. I mean, I heard rumors …”
      

      “Rumors from the huntsmen who found my brother’s body,” Thomas said, nodding. “That there were footprints far bigger than
         any wolf’s. I heard them, too. But they were shouted down”—and his voice was rife with sarcasm—“by those who knew so much better about such things. You ask me,
         they were warned against the prospect of hurting our city’s precious economy by possibly starting a panic.”
      

      “That’s entirely possible.”

      Thomas looked down as if his feet had suddenly become of tremendous interest to him. “At least once a week, sometimes more,
         the thing stalks my dreams, James. I’ve tried to read up on them, gone through all my books, learn everything I can. But I
         haven’t found much beyond references to other volumes that I haven’t been able to acquire. Sometimes I think the books that
         the legends are referencing are also legendary. The more knowledge I have, the more I’m prepared …”
      

      “Prepared for what, Thomas? What in the world are you preparing for?”

      At that, Thomas chuckled softly. “I don’t know, James. But when I see it, I’m sure I’ll …” Then his voice trailed off, and
         his nostrils flared, confusion crossing his face. “Do you smell something?”
      

      “Smell something? No, why? What do you—?” Then he stopped, detecting it as well. “Wait, yes. Something … burning, I think.
         The house!” And his voice rose in alarm. “The house is on fire—!”
      

      “No, it’s coming from outside. Why would …?”

         Then his jaw dropped, his eyes widening, and he bolted from the room before
         James could determine what in the world was happening. James sprinted after him, but Thomas had already covered the stairs
         and was out the door and yelling at the top of his lungs before James could reach him. When he did emerge from the house seconds later,
         he could scarcely believe what he was seeing.
      

      Thomas’s father had gathered all of his son’s books, created a small pile in front of the house, and ignited them. Thomas
         was waving his arms, and howling, “You gormless teat! What the hell have you done?”

      “I’ve done you a favor, is what I’ve done.” In contrast to his son, Thomas’s father didn’t sound at all angry. It was as if
         all the anger had been burned away from him in the fire. Instead, he was resigned and yet confident, convinced of the rightness
         of his actions. “You’re not a child anymore, Thomas. You’re of age. You have responsibilities. It’s time to put aside the
         playthings of your youth—”
      

      “Knowledge isn’t a plaything!”

      “Knowledge of what? Balverines?”

      “And hollow men, and banshees, and … and the Triumvirate! The three greatest Heroes in the—”

      “Knowledge of nonsense is of no use in the real world.”

      The flame was crackling furiously, smoke billowing from it and caking Thomas’s face. He looked like a primitive creature bounding
         around a fire as part of some arcane ritual. Gesticulating wildly, he cried out, “What do you know of the real world? You’ve never wandered beyond the confines of this … this cesspool of a city! There’s a whole wild world out there that you
         could experience, but you don’t have the wit or imagination to realize it!”
      

      “My wits kept you and your mother in a fine house for the entirety of your life, so I’d show a little respect if I were you.”

      With that pronouncement, he turned from his son and walked away. “I’ll be down at the market. Join me there when you feel
         like honoring the memory of your mother and embracing your responsibilities as a man.”
      

      Then he was gone, and the only sound in the air was the crackling of the flames and Thomas’s ragged breathing.

      Thomas said nothing for a time, instead simply staring at the fire as it consumed the last of the books and burned itself
         out. James had never felt more helpless. Uncertain of what to say, he chose to remain silent.
      

      “James,” Thomas finally said, his voice so soft that James had to strain to hear it, “could you get me some water from the
         well? I’ll need to wash up.”
      

      “Sure,” said James, and he hastened to the well. He drew up two buckets as quickly as he could and hurried back to the house,
         the water sloshing violently around the tops of the twin buckets. James staggered under their weight and almost lost his footing
         as he made his way to the cistern.
      

      He stopped, however, upon seeing that Thomas had emerged from the house once again. Thomas was dressed for the road, with
         a cloak and hood draped around his shoulders. He had also paid a visit to his father’s well-stocked armory, for his father
         was both an avid hunter and also relentlessly paranoid that outsiders might show up and try to steal his money. He had a crossbow
         dangling from a holster in his left hip and a sword strapped to his right. There was a pack slung upon his back that was bulging with what James could only assume were
         supplies: easily transportable foodstuffs, changes of clothes, money, and whatever else one would need for a journey. Seeing
         the pails brimming with water, he said, “Good. Put them down.” James did as he was instructed and Thomas went over to them,
         dipped one of the trailing ends of his cloak into one of them and used it to wipe soot and ash from his face.
      

      “Are you, uhm … going somewhere?” asked James. Thomas looked up at him with a raised eyebrow, and there was gentle amusement
         in his voice. “Isn’t it obvious?”
      

      “It … somewhat is.”

      “Then why did you ask?”

      “Just trying to be polite. Where are you going?”

          “East.”

      “Anywhere east in particular?”

      “It is said,” Thomas informed him, “that the true spirit of Albion resides in the lands to the east. Supposedly you can still
         see Heroes there if you look very closely. I’m going to go see for myself.” He hesitated, and then his jaw tightened. “There’s
         nothing here for me anymore, James. I don’t belong here. I need to see things that are greater than anything I’ve ever experienced
         outside of my books.”
      

      “Balls,” said James, and was inwardly pleased when he saw Thomas blink in surprise at the response. “This isn’t about books,
         or narrow-mindedness, or even the true spirit of Albion. This is about balverines. Even more, it’s about the balverine that
         killed your brother.”
      

      “No.”

      “Yes, it is. You want to find the one-eyed thing, assuming it still exists, and you want to kill it and cut its head off and
         shove it in your father’s face, and say, ‘See? See here? I wasn’t lying all those years ago.’ ”
      

      “If I did that,” said Thomas with resignation, “my father would claim it was some sort of trick. Or the head of some sort
         of singular freak of nature. He would never, ever accept what I presented him as fact. There’s no proving anything to him.”
      

      “Then why—?”

      He thumped his fist into his own chest. “I need to prove it to myself. I have to see at least one of the damned things with
         my own eyes. For the past ten years, I’ve had nothing but my father and my mother openly disbelieving me, disputing me, dismissing
         me …”
      

      “You must be running out of words beginning with ‘dis.’ “

      “This isn’t a joke, James.”

      “I’m sorry. But isn’t maybe part of it that you’re starting to wonder if perhaps they weren’t right? That you were a scared
         child with an overactive imagination and a guilty conscience who built a simple wolf into something that it wasn’t.”
      

      Slowly, Thomas nodded. “Yeah. And I just … I need to know, James. I need to know, and this is the only way I’m going to find
         out.”
      

      “Are you planning to come back?”

      “I really don’t know.”

      “Then you’re not leaving me much of a choice.”

      The comment appeared to take Thomas off guard. He looked askance at James, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. “What exactly
         do you mean by that?”
      

      James walked over to Thomas and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “The truth is, Thomas, the only part of my life that’s remotely
         worthwhile is being associated with you. So the idea of not seeing you for the rest of my life just isn’t acceptable to me.”
      

      Thomas visibly tensed. “So you’re going to try and stop me?”

      “Hell no. I’m going with you. What?” And he laughed. “Do you really believe I’m going to remain behind in this piss hole of
         a city while you’re off adventuring in the lands of the east? Don’t be ridiculous.”
      

      “James … it could be dangerous. I’m of age; you’re not. It’s not fair to ask you to …”

      “You’re not asking me to do anything,” James pointed out. “I’m telling you what I’m doing. Besides, you need me.”

      “I really don’t. I won’t lie, James; you’ve been a good friend. But there are some things”—and his voice deepened, taking
         on a manly tone—“that I just have to do alone. Good-bye, James.” He shook James’s hand firmly, turned away, and started walking.
      

      “Thomas,” James called after him.

      With a faint sigh of exasperation, Thomas turned, and said, “What?”

      “That way is north.”

      Thomas tried to laugh dismissively, but then he looked uncertain. “You’re sure?”

      James chuckled. “Thomas … you get lost in the marketplace. Hell, you’ve gotten lost in your own house.”

      “Only that one time,” Thomas said defensively.

      Ignoring him, James continued, “I, on the other hand, have a superb sense of direction. I always have. And if you’re going
         on any sort of trip, and you have the slightest hope of not getting lost, you’re going to need someone at your side who—at
         the very least—can keep ‘east’ consistently in his head and his feet on the right path. Besides, you think I don’t want to
         see a balverine? Or a hobbe, or a hollow man, or a kraken or whatever other creatures are out there that anyone in his right
         mind would be running from rather than seeking out? You think I don’t want to see a genuine Hero? You think I want to spend
         my whole life in this place? Besides, if by some chance you manage to find your way, survive, and make it back here, I’m going
         to have to listen to your endless tales of adventure. To hell with that. So unless you’ve got a better reason for my not coming,
         like maybe that you’re tired of my company …”
      

      “We have known each other forever, James, and I have never tired of your company,” said Thomas. “But … what of your family?
         You’re simply going to take off?”
      

      “If you can take leave of your senses, I can take leave of my family. Frankly, it’ll be amazing if anyone in my family notices
         that I’m gone.” He shrugged. “One less mouth to feed.”
      

      The two young men stood there for a time, regarding each other, sizing each other up. The one who had come of age, and the
         other who—if matters did not turn out as they hoped—might not live to reach that milestone. Then Thomas stretched out his hand, palm up, and James reached out
         and gripped Thomas’s forearm firmly. Thomas likewise returned the grasp, and they shook once on it.
      

      “Do you need to return home? To get your things?”

     “I come from a poor household. I’ve nothing worth taking.”

      “Then wait a moment.” Thomas went back into the house and emerged a few minutes later with a traveling cloak and a short sword.
         “Here. My father’s. I doubt he’ll miss them, and even if he does …”
      

      “It is better to ask forgiveness after the fact than to ask permission and be denied?”

      “Pretty much. So … east?”

      “East,” James said firmly.
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      [image: image] “AND DO THEY INDEED EMBARK ON AN easterly course?”

      
      The odd man who is telling me this tale gives me a quizzical look. “If they did not, Your Majesty, then it would not be much
            of a tale, now, would it.”

      
      “No. No, I fancy that it would not. I am curious, though, about how you know of it. Of how you know the conversations that
            the lads had, the very thoughts that run through their minds.”

      
      “You have asked me that already, but because you are king and are due all deference, I shall reiterate: For the purposes of
            this tale, I am omniscient. There is nothing connected to this adventure that is not known to me.”

      
      “And how came you by all this knowledge? Who are you? Or are you more ‘what’ than ‘who’?”

      
      “I am nothing more and nothing less than what you see. Now … may I continue?”

      
      I feel a faint coldness in my arm and shake it briskly. It dissipates as if embarrassed that I have taken notice of it. Then
            I stare at my hand for a time. This prompts the storyteller to regard me with curiosity, and prompt, “Majesty—?”

      
      “There were some who claimed,” I tell him, “that when a Hero walks down the street, they could tell he was a Hero because
            he was surrounded with a glow.”

      
      “A glow?”

      
      “Yes. A soft radiance that might have been shone down from above or radiated from within; it was hard to determine which it
            was. And you could tell just by looking that this was someone who had made nothing but positive choices in his life, always
            striving for the common good. Always taking the proper path when two ways were open.”

      
      “Just by looking, you say?”

      
      “Indeed.”

      
      “Their imagination, surely.”

      
      “I would have thought as much. Still … it is comforting, is it not, to imagine that the choices we make enable others to see
            us in such a literally positive light?”

      
      “I can see how comfort would be derived from that, yes. So … shall I—?”

      
      “Continue?” I wave toward him with my now-fully-functioning hand, the momentary weakness having passed so completely that
            I am left wondering if I had imagined it. “Yes, by all means, do. Our young bravos headed toward points east, did they?”

      
      “Indeed they did.”

      
      “A long way to walk.”

      
      “True enough, but Thomas had sufficient funds that several days later, they arrived at a central hub, where they were able
            to buy passage onto a coach. It helped that they were not particularly fussy about which direction they were heading, as long
            as it was toward the place where the sun rose each morning. After all, what better place to find enlightenment than where
            the sun first kisses the sky?”

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter 3
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      [image: image] THOMAS WAS NOT ACCUSTOMED TO having people laughing in his face. Giving him dubious looks, or chastising him, or perhaps
         just shaking their heads and turning away while muttering disdainful comments, yes, all of that and more had he experienced.
      

      
      This man, though, was laughing outright. He was round and heavyset, sitting opposite Thomas and James and swaying side to
         side as the rocking coach barreled down the highway. The horses’ hooves stamped out a steady tattoo on the dirt path, and
         if they slowed, the coachman would shout “Yah!” every so often, which meant nothing to the horses, but then crack his whip,
         which did indeed mean something to them. The fellow passenger had already introduced himself as a merchant on business to
         Rookridge, the town for which the coach was bound, and just to pass the time, he had tried to prompt the lads to tell him what their own business was. Thomas had been evasive in that regard for much of the trip, but
         the merchant, whose name was Sutter, had managed to wear him down so that as their destination was merely a few hours on,
         he judiciously told him as much detail about the matter as he felt comfortable. No need to dredge up the entire tragic story
         of his brother, certainly, but he let down his guard sufficiently to describe precisely what it was that they were hoping
         to encounter.
      

      
      This prompted the laughter, which so overwhelmed Sutter that he had to start coughing mightily, as if his lungs might be expelled
         from his chest, before he could compose himself.
      

      
      “Balverines! Seriously?” he finally managed to ask.

      
      James gave Thomas a cautioning glance, and Thomas was able to discern the unspoken message: No. Not seriously. Tell him you were not serious. Tell him you were joking. We do not need this grief.

      
      He considered the silent advice and rejected it. Instead, he tilted his chin defiantly, almost as if challenging Sutter to
         take a swing at it, and said, “Yes. Seriously.”
      

      
      “But they’re the stuff of myth and legend, boy!”

      
      “So are Heroes, but we have one sitting on the throne of Albion.”

      
      “The last of a dying breed, I’ll grant you that …”

      “And,” Thomas pressed, “the tales speak of the creatures that they fought
         against. If Heroes exist … even one Hero … then why not the monsters that challenged them?”
      

      
      “Because,” said Sutter, his face still red from laughing so hard, “people need to spin tall tales in order to make the accomplishments
         of the Heroes seem the stuff of legend. That’s how people are, boy. There’s just a need to make things bigger than they are.
         To build them up so—”
      

      
      “So they can tear them down?” James piped up.

      
      That prompted a moment of silence from Sutter, and then the merchant shrugged. “That’s a valid enough point, I suppose. Heroes
         have fallen into disfavor, that’s certainly true. But they’ve only themselves to blame, strutting around and acting as if
         they’re so much better than everyone else.”
      

      
      “Maybe,” Thomas shot back, “they really were better than everyone else. And maybe people didn’t realize it because the Heroes
         were so good at disposing of the creatures and races that lurk in the shadows that people stopped being afraid and eventually
         forgot what it was they were afraid of in the first place.”
      

      
      “It’s a worthwhile theory, boy,” said Sutter. “But an even simpler theory is that all the balverines and their ilk were simply
         exaggerations that got out of control and took on lives of their own. Myth and legend were fine back in the days before we
         became more civilized, more technological. But the science of technology tends to drive out the backwards thinking of superstition
         and nonsense. Balverines are just overgrown wolves, and hollow men are simply poor bastards who were incorrectly pronounced
         dead, as happens from time to time if an incompetent physician cannot detect a heartbeat. And the terrified devils come out
         of their comas to discover they’ve been prematurely buried and claw their way back to the surface. Nothing supernatural about it. About any of it. Certainly
         not enough to go gallivanting around Albion looking for evidence of it.”
      

      
      Thomas was steaming at Sutter’s words, but James rested a calming hand on Thomas’s forearm even as he said, “You make a reasonable
         case.”
      

      
      “I am a reasonable man. I’m sure you’ll find quite a few of us in your travels. Then again, you may also find one or two fools
         who will lend credence to nonsensical tales of balverines and the like. Pay them no heed, young masters.” And he settled back
         into his seat, closing his eyes. “Pay them no heed.”
      

      
      Astoundingly, he was actually able to fall asleep despite the bumpiness of the ride. Under his breath, Thomas muttered in
         a nasal imitation of the merchant, “Pay them no heed,” and James laughed softly. “What is it with some people of the older
         generation, that they talk like they’re giving a formal dissertation?”
      

      
      “It’s called being pedantic,” said Thomas, and then added, “Pay it no heed.” Both of them laughed at that.

      
      Several hours later, as the sun crawled toward its apex in the noon sky, the coach came rolling into Rookridge. The merchant
         woke up minutes before they arrived and, as the coachman opened the door for them from the outside, bade Thomas and James
         a good afternoon and much luck on their adventures. Then he walked away, shaking his head, and an annoyed Thomas was sure
         he heard the man chuckling and muttering, “Balverines,” under his breath.
      

      
      “The man’s an idiot.”

      
      It was the coachman who had spoken. He was a much older man, possibly—Thomas felt—the oldest man he had ever seen, with thick
         white hair that hung in front of his face and beard stubble that protruded at random points from his cheeks in an odd patchwork
         fashion. His eyes were deep and looked hollowed … or perhaps haunted, and only one seemed to fix on them properly, the other
         crusted over. He was quite skinny except for his arms, which were disproportionately larger and rather well muscled, which
         explained how one of such slight appearance would be able to control a team of horses. He nodded in the direction that Sutter
         had walked, and continued, “A bleeding idiot, y’ask me,” in a deep, cantankerous growl. “Doesn’t know what the hell he’s talkin’
         about.”
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