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Brute

By Kim Fielding

 

Brute leads a lonely life in a world where magic is commonplace. He is seven and a half feet of ugly, and of disreputable descent. No one, including Brute, expects him to be more than a laborer. But heroes come in all shapes and sizes, and when he is maimed while rescuing a prince, Brute’s life changes abruptly. He is summoned to serve at the palace in Tellomer as a guard for a single prisoner. It sounds easy but turns out to be the challenge of his life.

Rumors say the prisoner, Gray Leynham, is a witch and a traitor. What is certain is that he has spent years in misery: blind, chained, and rendered nearly mute by an extreme stutter. And he dreams of people’s deaths—dreams that come true.

As Brute becomes accustomed to palace life and gets to know Gray, he discovers his own worth, first as a friend and a man and then as a lover. But Brute also learns heroes sometimes face difficult choices and that doing what is right can bring danger of its own.
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Foreword

The writing of Brute began with contrariness.

I was new to writing romance novels, and I kept reading pieces in which people insisted that romance heroes had to be physically beautiful or else readers would never appreciate them. I thought that was nonsense. Everyone is entitled to love regardless of how physically appealing they are. Besides, I knew that readers are discerning enough to see a character’s inner beauty. It’s a person’s behavior that makes them a hero, not their pretty face.

So that’s how the character of Brute was born—a man who’s disparaged by his neighbors due to his family background, unwieldy size, and ill-favored looks, but whose value shows when he’s given the opportunity to let his true self shine through.

A different inspiration led to Gray. I was mostly thinking about the rash decisions we sometimes make when we’re young, and how many people end up having to live with the consequences of those decisions for the rest of their lives.

For both men, I wanted to emphasize the way in which friendship and love can help us overcome serious obstacles and reach our full potential.

Although the book’s setting is imaginary, it’s sprinkled heavily with bits and pieces of places I’ve visited. The Tower of London. The walled city of Dubrovnik. Assorted castles and medieval cities throughout central Europe. A few magical mountain lakes on the US West Coast. Just as I feel as if I know the characters, I feel as if I’ve personally lived in the kingdom’s palace.

Fiction writing is a deeply personal process. Every book I write is like one of my children, and a few, including Brute, are my favorite children. So nothing delights me more than learning that readers have fallen in love with Brute and Gray, with Alys and Warin, and maybe even a little bit with Prince Aldfrid and the much-beleaguered Lord Maudit. I’m thrilled when you root for a happily ever after.

Brute was my fifth novel; I recently published my thirty-third. If you’re new to Brute, I hope you enjoy it. If you’ve read this book before, I hope it feels like revisiting an old, beloved friend. I’m grateful to my editors for helping me get here and to Dreamspinner Publications for their continuing support. But I’m especially grateful to my readers for joining me on this journey and for believing along with me that love is a gift that can be bestowed on all human beings.

 

Kim Fielding
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Chapter One

 

 

MUSIC WAS his companion.

Brute sang about a love lost at sea as he settled the stone slab more comfortably on his massive shoulders and began to trudge uphill on the narrow path. He sang quietly, because with his very deep voice and inability to carry a tune, he knew he sounded terrible and the other men would glare if he became too loud. Nobody was close enough to hear him if he kept his voice low, and the music made his burdens seem a little lighter, made the pathway a little less treacherous under his feet. He sang the bawdy songs that rumbled in the tavern under his room and the wistful ballads the women sang when they gathered around the well at dawn, and sometimes he even hummed the lullabies he half remembered someone crooning to him.

It had rained the night before, and although the sky was now clear, the ground was slick. So he set each foot carefully before taking the next step. His bare toes sank into the mud, giving him a little more traction. He’d once saved up enough money to have a pair of boots made—none of the shoemaker’s ready-made goods were large enough—but even though they were well crafted, the boots didn’t last long, and now he knew better than to waste his few coins.

“Hurry up!” came an impatient shout from the top of the ridge, but he ignored it. He had no wish to tumble off the path and onto the sharp rocks below. He kept on setting one foot in front of the other and singing about a storm and a shipwreck, until finally the slope leveled out. Then he grunted and let the stone slide to the ground, where it landed with a soft squelch.

Without even stopping to unkink his muscles, he turned to head down the path again for the next stone. But the foreman grabbed his arm. Darius was a lean man, his hard, weathered face set into a perpetual scowl. “You’re slow today. The prince himself is arriving tomorrow to inspect our progress, and we better fucking well have some progress to show him.”

“The path’s slippery.”

“I don’t fucking care, and the prince won’t fucking care either. Haul ass.”

The harsh words were nothing unusual and didn’t hurt. Didn’t hasten him either. As much pressure as Darius was under to finish the bridge quickly, he could hardly afford to lose a worker. Especially someone who was capable of carrying twice the weight that any other man could bear and who managed the tricky narrow bits of the pathway better than horses or mules. Brute’s immense size and strength were his job security, so long as his back held out.

Three more journeys down the hill, where the brothers Osred and Osric paused in their chiseling to heft another block of granite into the rudimentary back sling, and three more journeys back up, with the mud warm on his feet and a lullaby on his lips.

Just as he neared the crest of the hill, he heard a crash and a volley of swearing. “Don’t fucking touch it!” Darius yelled at someone. “Wait for Brute.”

Wait they did while he eased the stone off his back, two dozen men glaring at him as if he were somehow the cause of the current calamity. “Move this,” Darius ordered, pointing.

One of the structural timbers—an enormous tree that had grown in the forests to the north before being felled, stripped, and arduously hauled—had fallen from a cart and rolled, so that nearly half of it was hanging off the cliff. If the timber were to fall into the river below, it would be swept away, an expensive loss.

“Don’t stand there like an idiot, Brute. Move the damn thing.”

“The horses could move it.”

“I’m not going to waste time unharnessing them from the wagon and then hooking them back up again.”

Brute eyed the log for a moment, debating whether he could move it by himself and considering the likelihood that he’d go tumbling off the cliff if he tried.

Darius stepped forward, his hands clenched into fists. “It’s not that hard. Even you ought to be able to figure it out. You pick the fucking thing up and you move it back where it belongs.”

Brute thought about refusing, but his confidence in job security went only so far. If Darius decided that he was too difficult, the foreman wouldn’t waste any more time on him. He’d sack Brute and make sure none of the other foremen hired him. Brute had no skills beyond the simplest manual labor. Sometimes Darius called him an ox with hands. And without a job, well, Brute had enough coins saved to last him six weeks, perhaps two months if he ate very little. Once winter came, he’d either freeze or starve.

The other workers stood and stared, maybe hoping that Brute would create some kind of fuss. From the looks they gave him sometimes, he could tell they assumed that violence came as easily to him as to a bad-tempered bear. In truth, he hadn’t raised a hand to anyone since he was a boy, but he supposed he looked frightening enough. And Darius wasn’t popular—the men wouldn’t mind seeing him pounded and Brute fired. Or maybe they just wanted a diverting break from their labors.

Whatever the other men wanted, Brute didn’t give it to them. He nodded slightly at Darius and walked to the fallen timber. He looked at it for a few moments. He might possibly be able to drag it the few yards to the cart, but his arms—despite their length—wouldn’t fit around the broad trunk. “You’ll need to tie it to me,” he said to nobody in particular.

Sensing a new form of entertainment, several men scrambled forward. With some difficulty, they managed to tie a thick rope around the log, then handed the end of the rope to Brute, who improvised a sort of harness for himself. He took a few deep breaths, bent his knees a little, and began to pull.

At first nothing happened, except for the rope digging painfully into his chest and shoulders. He worried a little that his shirt might rip. He wasn’t certain it would survive another mending, and he owned only one other. Perhaps he should have taken it off before tying the rope around himself. Then it would have been his skin that tore, but that was nothing new. He’d heal. In any case, it was too late for that. He inhaled again, and as he exhaled he heaved with all his might.

The timber shifted a little. Unfortunately, it also began to roll and, slowly, more of the log shifted off the edge of the cliff. Only a few more feet and the entire timber would go over the edge, dragging him with it. He was apt to survive the fall less successfully than the log would. Panic began to nibble at the edges of his mind as he was tugged backward a few inches, his feet sliding in the mud as he fought desperately to retain his footing. “Help me!” he shouted, but nobody moved. They just watched his struggle, morbid interest sharp on their faces. If they’d had more time, they probably would have placed wagers on his success. He wondered what the odds would have been.

The rope hurt his chest and back. But it was less painful than crashing down the cliff and smashing into the jagged rocks, he reminded himself. He roared and lurched forward again, and this time the timber moved with him.

His audience responded, some men cheering and others hissing with disappointment. He ignored them, grunting as he set one foot in front of the other. His burden was a little easier now that momentum was in his favor, but it was still very heavy. His heart felt like a beast trying to escape the cage of his chest, and his lungs rasped painfully. Sweat dripped down his face, stinging the tiny cuts and scrapes he’d accumulated throughout the day. But he bent his body forward and continued to move.

He didn’t even notice that his eyes were closed until he bumped into the cart. Only then did he allow his legs to give out, and he collapsed to the soft ground where he lay on his back, fighting for oxygen and enjoying the bliss of being free of his burden.

“Shift your lazy asses!” Darius growled. “Get the goddamn log back on the wagon.”

Brute remained on his back as the other men untied the rope from the timber. It took the whole lot of them to lift it up. Someone trod on Brute’s hand, but the soft ground saved him from too much injury. The log echoed loudly when it thudded back onto the others. Brute was still there when the horses led the cart away.

“Get up,” Darius said, kicking lightly at Brute’s leg.

As he slowly rose to his feet, Brute felt every inch of his seven and a half feet, every one of his three hundred pounds. Not for the first time, he wished he were an ordinary-sized man who was given ordinary-sized duties to perform. But he’d learned a very long time ago—before he even had the words to express the idea—that wishing was useless.

“Back to work,” said Darius.

“I’m done for today.”

Darius glanced up at the sky. “We’ve another hour of sunlight.”

Brute shook his head. “I’m done.”

“I’ll dock you half a day’s pay.”

It wasn’t fair; they both knew that. Brute had already accomplished more than any of the other men, and that wasn’t even counting his rescue of the timber. But Darius was stubborn, and Brute knew that fairness was of no consequence to the foreman. So he shrugged, turned, and descended the path.

People stared as he plodded down the road to the village, but as usual, passersby didn’t meet his eyes. He’d gone through a period a few years earlier when he tried smiling and greeting people, but nobody ever smiled back or bade him good day, so he gave it up. At least today no old people made warding signs as he walked by, and no children jeered or called him an ogre. But it was still a long walk, and his back itched as the accumulated mud dried and flaked.

The landlord of the White Dragon—a squat man named Cecil—was Darius’s cousin, but then so was a good percentage of the village. Those who weren’t directly related were generally indebted to the Gedding family in some way. Darius’s father had been sheriff for years, and now the post was held by Darius’s older brother. The priest at the small temple was another brother, and the local healer was his aunt. So if the landlord overcharged for room and board, there was little Brute could do about it. The other workers had families and lived in little huts near the edge of town—rented from the Geddings, of course—but Brute had a tiny room above the White Dragon with a too-small bed and mice in the walls.

There was a well in the courtyard behind the inn. Horses snorted softly in the stables as Brute peeled off his shirt and upended a bucket of water over his head. The little lean-to behind the tavern contained a battered metal tub, but it was a tight fit for Brute. Cecil charged him two coppers for each use, so Brute splurged only infrequently, usually in the depths of winter when he couldn’t quite face another dunking in frigid well water. Today, though, the well water felt good. He used his shirt as a makeshift towel to wipe away the worst of the grime, promising himself he’d wash the shirt before he went to bed. For now, though, he looked down at his torso, where bands of bruises were already forming, red and purple lines over his bulky muscles. He’d be sore by morning.

He rinsed his feet and drank two cupfuls of water before climbing the stairs to his room.

Because he usually worked from shortly after dawn until dusk, it was rare to see his room in the daylight, and the mellow glow of the late afternoon sun certainly didn’t improve things. The floorboards were bare and splintery, the walls streaked with decades of grime, the bed and tiny table rickety. His bedding was more patches than blanket; the curtains were hardly more than rags. The entire place reeked of smoke and grease and sour ale. And when he lifted the lid of the chest where he kept his few belongings, the hinges squealed in protest.

In the midst of all this was his one other shirt, clean and neatly folded. It had originally been made for a much smaller man, and the tailor had added wide strips of fabric at the side seams and along the bottom so it would fit Brute. Not exactly stylish, but there was really no use trying to make himself look passable. He pulled on the shirt, ran fingers through his damp hair—which had grown too long again—and trudged downstairs.

Cecil gave him a sour look as Brute entered the tavern’s main room. “’S early,” he grumbled.

Brute didn’t bother to answer. He crossed the room with his head down, ignoring the stares of the other patrons, and sat on a bench in the far corner. It was the darkest corner of the tavern, even now when the last of the sun’s rays stole through the open front doors. On the very first day that Brute had moved into the White Dragon, back when he was still a half-grown boy, Cecil had ordered him to sit there. “Don’t want to upset anyone’s appetite,” he’d said back then, and Brute hadn’t dared to retort that the Dragon’s food could do that all by itself.

As soon as Brute was settled, Cecil brought him a tankard of sour watered ale and a tin plate heaped high with… something. Most of the time, Brute was thankful that his dark corner made identification of his meals an impossibility. Whatever was on the plate, it always tasted the same: bland but slightly gamey, with pockets of grease and bits of squishy stuff that might have once been vegetables. There was always a stale hunk of bread to sop up the drippings, which Brute always did, because a body like his demanded as much food as he could shovel into it.

He ate quickly, washing away the taste with generous gulps of ale, and it wasn’t long before his plate was clean and his cup empty. And gods, he was tired. He wasn’t quite sure of his age—twenty-seven or twenty-eight was his best guess—but right now he felt eighty, every joint and muscle protesting as he stood and walked the length of the tavern floor. Neither Cecil, his wife, nor his son wished Brute a good night. They never did.

Luckily, he’d remembered to bring the dirty shirt down with him, so he didn’t have to climb the stairs to fetch it. He washed it as best as he could in the trough beside the well, hoping the caustic hunk of soap would cleanse away the grime without actually eating through the thinning fabric. But when he held the shirt up, he saw a few new tears, and he sighed. His attempts at mending were clumsy at best, and they would have to wait for another day. Right now he was too exhausted to see straight.

Yffi, the stableboy, limped by just before Brute headed upstairs. He spared a half smile for Brute, and Brute grinned back. Born with a twisted foot and a badly malformed upper lip, Yffi was only a little luckier in life than he. Yffi was a Gedding—or his mother was—and so he’d been granted a job he could manage. He slept in the stable on bales of hay that were probably more comfortable than Brute’s bed, and he saved his wages so that someday he might marry the shy girl who worked in the sheriff’s scullery. Yffi never teased Brute and occasionally even found a spare moment to exchange a few pleasant words, and Brute tried not to envy him.

The stairs seemed especially steep and creaky tonight, and the noise from the tavern filtered through the floorboards of his room: shouting and bursts of laughter, the clanking of tin plates and tankards, and the pounding of booted feet. Nobody was singing tonight, which was a shame, because Brute was too tired to hum to himself. He hung the wet shirt on his single chair, stripped off his trousers, shirt, and breechclout, and set them aside for the morning. Naked, he climbed into bed. He had to curl on his side so that his feet didn’t hang over the edge, and then he had to position himself exactly right to avoid the worst of the lumps in the mattress, but he was long used to such maneuverings, and it took him only moments to fall into a dreamless sleep.

 

 

THE ROOSTERS began to crow well before the sun rose, and soon morning noises echoed in the courtyard. Gods, he was sore. He stood—carefully—and stretched, hoping to work out a few kinks from his frame. He prodded gently at the bruises from the rope, then scratched at the dark thatch of hair on his chest. Unbidden, his hand traveled south to grasp his cock, which was as uselessly perky as it always was in the morning. It was the only optimistic part of him, and sometimes he wondered when it would give up too.

Once a year, during the Festival of the Harvest Moon—when even Darius was forced to give his men the day off—Brute gathered most of his hoarded coppers into a cloth purse and made the three-hour trek to the royal city of Tellomer. With head held high, he endured the stares and jeers that were always worse than in his home village, where at least the residents were used to him. The dingy little corner with the molly-houses and brothels was mostly deserted on the afternoon of the festival, when people spent time with their families and only the most desperate of men and women would be selling themselves. Brute always went to the darkest, most dismal house, the one that didn’t even bother with a sign or a name, where the scowling keeper charged him double the usual rates and the whores squabbled over who would be forced to take him.

Brute would stand in the filthy little entry hall and pretend to retain the shreds of his dignity.

Finally, some poor boy would be appointed, often the oldest and the most well-used, and he’d gesture impatiently for Brute to follow him into a tiny back room. Brute always wished that he could caress soft skin, could linger over tender spots. But if he tried that, the boy—the man, really; these whores were often older than Brute—would grimace with distaste. So in the end, neither of them would even undress. Brute would loosen his trousers and the boy would loosen his, there would be a perfunctory application of lips and wet tongue to Brute’s cock, and then the boy would turn around and present his backside for Brute’s use.

Every year as Brute walked home, he promised himself that he wouldn’t return to that house in Tellomer, but when the next festival came around, he always did. It was the only time anyone ever touched him, and as meaningless as those touches were, he suspected that he’d shrivel up and die without them. Or worse yet, that he’d lose his humanity altogether and become the monster everyone assumed he was.

The festival was months away, and he had no time this morning for the only other touch he experienced—his own right hand. He gave his cock a warning glare before pulling on his breechclout, trousers, and the now-dry shirt that still needed mending.

His morning routine varied little. He used the outhouse that was in one corner of the courtyard, washed and roughly shaved at the trough, then entered the tavern, where Cecil wordlessly handed him a bowl of lumpy porridge and gristly meat. Sometimes Brute was fortunate—if Cecil was in a good mood and the hens were laying well, he would receive an egg or two. This was not one of those mornings. He ate his breakfast and grabbed the metal bucket that had been left on the counter. The bucket contained his lunch, which was generous in portion but no tastier than the White Dragon’s other fare.

As Brute neared the river, his long strides overtook a few of the other men on their way to work. They seemed a little nervous, and he remembered, belatedly, that the prince would be inspecting the bridge today. The only noblemen Brute had ever seen had been passing through the village on fine horses. He was uncertain how to behave in the royal presence. He supposed that his best bet was to keep his head down and his feet moving, to act the stupid beast.

The prince had not yet arrived at the worksite, and Darius had worked himself into a minor frenzy. Several members of his family were standing impatiently at the bottom of the hill—the sheriff and his wife, the priest and three of his acolytes, the former sheriff and other elder members of the Gedding clan, and a half dozen of the village’s wealthier merchants. Aside from the priest and acolytes, who wore white robes, everyone was dressed in bright finery. The hems of the women’s skirts were dragging in the dirt.

“Stop goggling!” Darius shouted at nobody in particular. “You’re paid to work, not to stand about like fucking fools.” Some of the women laughed, and the workers ran to their places. Osred and Osric began to chisel at a hunk of stone, shaping it into a rough cube. Their task was nearly complete. Within a week or so they would have produced enough of the stones to construct the bridge’s foundations. Other men scurried up the slope to assemble the bridge components that were waiting for them. Brute found the rope and canvas harness that he’d discarded the previous afternoon and tied it around his shoulders and back. It hurt a little, but at least the straps were too wide to dig very deeply into the narrow bruises.

Osric and Osred hoisted a stone into the harness, and Brute began his first uphill trek of the day.

It was midmorning when the prince and his retinue arrived. Brute was on his way down the hill at the time and heard the clop-clop of their horses before he actually saw them. He was relieved they had finally shown up, because the waiting crowd was getting very restless and Darius was growing ever more ferocious with his tongue. The foreman had picked up one of the switches used to hurry the cart horses along, and it was clear that he wished he could use it on his men.

Brute didn’t pause in his work when the prince arrived. He simply waited for the next block of stone to be lifted onto his back and listened as the crowd shouted greetings to their royal visitor. Brute was already on his way up the hill again before the prince had dismounted.

But when Brute descended once more, the prince was still standing there, chatting loudly with the sheriff about transportation costs. Brute snuck a look at him while waiting for Osric and Osred. Prince Aldfrid was a tall man in his midthirties. He was handsome, with a thick mane of yellow hair and a small, pointed beard. But if it weren’t for the deferential way the other people stood around him, Brute never would have guessed that the man was the son of the king. He wore plain traveling clothes—no doubt well made, but free of decoration or frivolity. They contrasted markedly with the costumes of the villagers, making the locals seem gaudy and maybe even a little silly.

Brute had just allowed himself a small smile at this notion when Prince Aldfrid turned his head and caught sight of him. “What is that?” the prince asked in a booming voice.

Darius frowned. “Nobody. Just one of the workers.”

Prince Aldfrid laughed. “He looks more like several of the workers.” As the Geddings and their lot looked on askance, the prince strode over until he was standing a few feet in front of Brute, looking him up—and up—and down again.

Brute didn’t know what to do. Was he supposed to bow? Should he say something? He felt twice as huge as usual, and three times as ugly. He ended up just standing there like a dimwitted statue.

“Who are you?” the prince asked, his head cocked slightly.

“I-I-I’m—”

“Brute,” Darius finished for him. “He’s nobody important, Your Highness. He carries things. Now, if you’d care to speak with one of our masons—”

“I’d like to speak with Brute,” the prince interrupted. “I’m assuming he is capable of human speech.” His words were teasing, but Brute saw only good humor in the pale blue eyes, not cruelty.

“I can talk. Your Highness.” Brute hoped that was the proper way to address him.

“Speaking and carrying things. A man of many talents indeed. And on hot days you can provide shade for all the mere mortals around you.”

Prince Aldfrid was smiling, and Brute couldn’t help but grin back. “And shelter when it storms, Your Highness.”

He had a nice laugh, Brute thought. Loud, as if he was used to having an audience, but it seemed genuine. And it was by no means a jeer. He laughed at Brute’s small joke the way friends laughed together in the tavern, the way Osred laughed when Osric did his imitation of Darius. He even clapped Brute familiarly on the arm. “Have you ever given thought to joining the Royal Guard?” he asked.

“The Royal Guard?”

“We’d hardly need to train you. Just stick a battle-axe in your hands and post you by the palace entrance. Nobody nefarious would even think about trying to get by you.”

Brute had a brief image of himself, resplendent in uniform and shield, proudly guarding his prince. He would probably even have boots, black ones that shone. “I, um—”

“He’s just a beast of burden, Your Highness,” Darius interrupted. “Doesn’t have the brains for anything else. Besides, he’s not the type you’d want guarding anything. His father was hung as a thief, and his mother was a poxy whore. It’s why he turned out looking like that.”

“She wasn’t,” Brute said in a near whisper.

The prince rolled his eyes at Darius before turning back to Brute. “We’ll speak some more when my tour is finished, all right?” He didn’t look disgusted at what the foreman had said.

“Of course, Your Highness,” Brute murmured. Prince Aldfrid touched his arm again before allowing himself to be led away.

The brightly dressed crowd followed the prince and his men up the path, chattering loudly the whole way like a flock of excited chickens. Brute stood as a large stone was placed in his back sling. He could almost forget the complaints of his muscles and the lingering ache in his chest, so long as he pictured the friendly way the prince had spoken to him, the kindness in the prince’s eyes. Prince Aldfrid saw him as a wonder, as a potential asset, not as a freak. Brute smiled and hummed as he began to climb the hill.

The bridge didn’t seem like such an engineering marvel to him, but then, what did he know? It certainly seemed to capture the prince’s attention for a long time. Brute made a half dozen trips up and down the hill as Prince Aldfrid inspected the supports, which were nearly complete. Soon the construction of the wooden deck would begin, but Brute would not be part of that enterprise. Instead, he and the rest of the crew would turn the narrow pathway into a proper road, and when the bridge was complete, they would construct the road on the other side of the river. According to gossip in the White Dragon, once the project was finished, travel time between coastal Tellomer and the inland city of Harfaire would be reduced by nearly a day. Not only that, but many more travelers would pass through the little village. The Geddings family was doubtless already counting the money they would earn.

Just after he completed his seventh trip up the hill, Brute saw that the prince had abandoned the bridge itself and now stood at the edge of the cliff, gazing out over the river. He looked very regal, Brute thought. He looked like a man who could handily conquer the world.

The villagers stood a short distance away, talking to the men who’d accompanied the prince—the royal financiers, perhaps. The men had the shrewd-eyed look of people who counted coins for a living. Brute had a vague idea that the crown had funded most of the costs of the construction, and he wondered how the Geddings had convinced the king to have the bridge built here, instead of at one of the villages downriver, closer to Tellomer.

Maybe Prince Aldfrid didn’t care about financial matters. He seemed to be ignoring the conversation, anyway, taking a few steps farther from his companions until his toes hung over the edge of the cliff.

And then the soil crumbled.

Thinking about that morning much later, Brute concluded that the ground had been softened by the rains, and that the runaway timber had weakened the edges even more. Probably somebody should have thought of those things while the prince was standing there. Darius should have warned him to stand back a little more. But Darius didn’t, and the earth gave way. Prince Aldfrid shouted with alarm and disappeared from sight.

For what seemed like hours, the Geddings and the prince’s men and the workers and Brute all just stood there, mouths hanging open in shock. And then somehow, Brute was the first to move. His long legs covered the ground very quickly, and although other people were closer when the prince fell, Brute reached the edge before they did. Heedless of whether the ground would hold his weight, he peered over the edge.

Prince Aldfrid had fallen about forty feet and was sprawled facedown and motionless on a small outcropping of rock, one of his legs twisted at an unnatural angle. The rock was small enough that one of his arms hung over the edge. If the prince rolled only a few inches to the side, he would fall again, probably landing on the sharp rocks in the river below.

Brute mumbled a few words to the gods—he didn’t know any real prayers—and clambered over the side of the cliff.

He’d been an ordinary-sized child until he was nine or ten, maybe even a bit on the small side. He’d still been ugly, however, still the orphaned son of a thief, and the other boys had hounded him mercilessly. He’d taken more than a few beatings just because the other children knew nobody would protect him. He spent most of his days running errands and mucking out the stables where his great-uncle worked, but when he had a little free time, he would escape to the river, climb up some rocks, and hide in a small cave. Sometimes he even spent the night in the cave, when the weather was warm and his great-uncle had been drinking enough to start reaching for his cane. The great-uncle had died just about when Brute began his freakish growth spurt, so Brute had stopped climbing the rocks and visiting the cave and had begun earning his keep for real.

He was much taller now and many times heavier. But his hands and bare feet remembered how to grip into the smallest cracks and fissures, and he was much, much stronger, so his arms could easily hold his weight when he couldn’t find a foothold. He made his way down the bluff, only glancing up once to see the alarmed faces staring down at him.

It took very little time to reach the small outcropping, but he had to be careful not to jostle the prince, not to send them both tumbling over the edge. He knelt beside the prone body and was enormously relieved when the prince shifted a bit and moaned.

“He’s alive!” Brute called to the people above. And then, more quietly, he said, “Don’t move, Your Highness. Please don’t move.”

Prince Aldfrid moaned again and rolled his head a little. His eyes fluttered open. “Brute?” he rasped.

Brute was strangely pleased that the prince had remembered him. “You’ve fallen, sir. I’ll… I’ll help you back up.”

The prince moved, just a little, and groaned as Brute grabbed his shoulders. “Don’t!” Brute said. “You’re… really close to the edge.”

“I’m… oh. I think my leg’s broken.”

Only then did Brute notice that dark blood was staining the rock beneath them. A lot of dark blood. “Uh, Your Highness?”

“For the gods’ sake, stop calling me that, at least until you’re done rescuing me.”

“Um, okay.” Brute glanced up again, but none of the bystanders were offering any assistance. “If we can get you into my back sling, do you think you can hold on while I get us back up?”

“I’ll damned well try.”

The prince’s voice sounded a little stronger, which gave Brute more hope. He shifted the prince very cautiously, still eliciting a choked cry from the stricken man as the injured leg was moved. “Such a damned fool,” the prince mumbled.

“Sorry!”

“Not you! Me.”

Brute really couldn’t argue with that—the prince should have been more careful. So without saying anything, he continued to maneuver Aldfrid as gently as possible, all the while very aware of the closeness of the precipice. The prince assisted as best as he could, and soon he was seated in the back sling, his arms wrapped around Brute’s neck.

“Don’t strangle me,” Brute warned.

“That would be counterproductive.”

Climbing up was a lot more difficult than climbing down. The prince’s weight on Brute’s back not only added to the strain on his arms but also altered his center of gravity. Prince Aldfrid’s rasping, hot breath on the back of his neck would have been a terrible distraction if Brute wasn’t so worried about losing his grip, sending both of them to their deaths.

As they reached the halfway mark, Darius belatedly decided to shout directions. “Grab that rock over there! No, not that one, idiot! Watch where you’re putting your feet!”

Brute ignored him until the prince mumbled, “What an ass.” Under other circumstances, Brute would have laughed in response. But the prince’s voice was thready and his grip was weakening. If he lost consciousness, he’d fall, most likely dragging Brute with him.

“Almost there,” Brute lied. His arms and shoulders burned, his back was one huge cramp, and his legs felt like Cecil’s over-boiled noodles. The bruises he’d acquired the day before were like sharp blades digging between his ribs. If he survived the climb, he was going to have to take the afternoon off again, and Darius had damned well better pay him for the full day this time.

He was perhaps fifteen feet from the top when his left hand slipped. His body began to slide down the rock, Prince Aldfrid groaned in pain, and the audience gasped. For an endless moment Brute was positive he was going to fall. But his right hand gripped its hold just a little more tightly and his feet jammed deeply into a crack, and his left hand was able to regain contact with the cliff.

Brute let out a long breath and kept on climbing, foot by agonizing foot.

He couldn’t feel his fingers and toes anymore. He couldn’t see anything but gray stone in front of his nose, and all he heard was the prince’s ragged breathing. He tasted salty sweat on his lips and longed for a tankard of cool ale. “Almost there,” he repeated, but this time it was the truth. And just moments later, when he’d risen another arm’s length, hands reached down and grasped him. Brute scrabbled against the rock with his feet as he and the prince were hauled up and over the edge.

He lay there with his face in the trampled grass, his lower legs still hanging over the edge. It seemed to him that the prince continued to try to hang on, even as the bystanders pulled him off Brute’s back. The sudden removal of the extra weight wasn’t as much of a relief as he had expected. He wanted to know how badly injured the prince was, but was too weak to make his throat work to say the words. Likely nobody would have answered him anyway: all the Geddings and workers and members of the prince’s retinue seemed to be jabbering away at once, all of them nearly hysterical over the prince’s plight. None of them were paying attention to Brute.

Which was perhaps just as well, because when the ground crumbled again, nobody but Brute was close enough to the edge to fall.

For one single moment, he felt as if he were suspended in air, floating over the river like a cloud on a windless day. He felt as if, with only a bit of effort, he would fly—away from the cliff, away from the village. Just away. But instead he fell, the breath stolen from his lungs as he plummeted. His shoulders banged against the stones, then his lower back. Something cracked, but there was no pain. His head thudded against something hard and sharp, and his world went black.


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

HE DIDN’T know whether his mother really had been a whore, but he knew she had loved his father. And his father loved her. They lived in one of the tiny stone and timber huts near the edge of the village, and his parents would sing together. They probably drank a good deal as well—Brute remembered the scent of ale and spilled wine—but they were happy. They laughed all the time. And when Brute was very, very small, so small that the entire world seemed enormous and out of his reach, they would sometimes let him sleep between them on their warm, soft bed, and they would tickle him and tell him that someday he’d amount to something wonderful. Possibly they believed that. Probably they were drunken fools.

Then one day there was lots of shouting and screaming and crying—his mother collapsed on the floor, sobbing into her hands, and nothing he could do would console her. He saw his father one more time after that, in the village’s main square. His father had looked very pale and frightened atop the makeshift wooden structure, with his hands tied behind his back and the sheriff scowling at his side, but Brute’s father had managed a last weak smile at Brute and his mother. There was a terrible crack after that, and Brute’s father was dancing in midair.

The men had come that afternoon and taken everything away. Their chickens and goat, their pots and dishes. They’d taken the cunningly carved set of wooden animals Brute’s father had given him during the previous Festival of the Harvest Moon, and his mother’s soft and beautiful shawl and pretty rings, and even his father’s spare pair of boots. Then they’d taken the table and chairs and chest of drawers and the small cot where Brute usually slept, and finally they’d taken the big, comfortable bed. He’d never again slept in such a wonderful bed.

Not long afterward—maybe even that same day—Brute’s mother hugged him tight and kissed the top of his head and told him he was a good boy and she loved him. And then she drank something bitter-scented from a flask. He remembered wondering why the men hadn’t taken the flask as well. Minutes later, she collapsed to the ground, twitching and frothing at the mouth.

His great-uncle had grudgingly taken him in, and Brute had spent his nights curled in the corner of another small hut—this one filthy—wrapped in two scratchy blankets. When the great-uncle had died, Brute moved into the stables, and that was actually an improvement of sorts. There was hay to cushion him, and the horses gave warmth and a bit of companionship. They smelled better than the great-uncle had too. Then Brute began to grow at a pace that alarmed even him. He’d often trip on his own feet or knock things over when he forgot how large his body had become. Darius hired him to quarry stones for the bridge, a project which had just begun. Brute had moved out of the stables into the little room above the White Dragon, with the bugs and the mice and the lumpy, short bed.

And this meant he must be dead, he concluded, because he could feel the softness of a real mattress beneath him, a pillow cradling his head, and warm, smooth sheets above him. Everything smelled clean, like a meadow after a spring rain. The afterlife, then.

But no. Because his body was racked with pain: a throbbing leg, a pounding head, hips that felt screwed on too tight, and a left hand that was clenched agonizingly and wouldn’t relax. There wouldn’t be such pain in the afterlife, would there?

He tried to open his eyes, but his lids were too heavy. He almost could have laughed. Here he was, the great beast of burden, and he couldn’t manage to lift even his eyelids. The puzzle of his whereabouts was too much for his pounding head, and he gave up.

Time twisted strangely after that. Sometimes he’d be awake, filled with pain and struggling to make sense of blurry shapes and colors, of broken bits of sound. Then it was as if reality jumped somehow, and the light would be different, or someone would be urging bitter liquid between his lips. He floated in and out of awareness, never quite able to grasp reality strongly enough to stay put, let alone to pull himself out of his fuzzy confusion.

And then, gradually, his eyes were able to focus, and he realized he was looking up at dark ceiling beams against pale plaster. Most of his pain had receded to a thudding ache, although his hand still wouldn’t unclench. “Drink,” said a crisp, slightly familiar voice.

Brute turned his head a little and, with some effort, refocused his eyes. Ah. Hilma Gedding, the village healer. She was an angular woman who seemed to have been born middle-aged and then apparently stopped growing older. She kept her gray hair tucked under a gray cap and wore plain gray dresses; even her eyes were gray. She was holding a tin cup in one of her overlarge hands. “Drink,” she repeated.

Brute craned his neck a little, and she brought the cup to his mouth. It wasn’t water, as he’d hoped, but something grassy and sour tasting. He swallowed it anyway, figuring it was meant to help him get better. Hilma nodded and set the cup aside, then pulled the blankets down to his waist and settled her palms on his chest. Once when he was still small, Hilma healed him after his great-uncle had broken Brute’s arm—Brute was instructed to tell Hilma that he’d fallen from the hayloft. If she doubted his story, she never said so. As an adult, he had injured himself badly enough on two or three occasions to be willing to spare the coppers she charged. So he had some idea what to expect: a slight tingling sensation that radiated from his chest throughout his body, the pleasant warmth that accompanied it, the tuneless chanting of the healer. When she took her hands away, his pain had lessened just a little bit more.

“Sleep now,” she said.

“But—”

“Sleep.”

He didn’t know whether her command carried magical authority, but as soon as she said it, his eyes fell closed and unconsciousness washed over him like a warm wave.

The next time he woke up, she gave him tea and then broth, and when she was done with him, he could move his legs without too much discomfort. Later, she washed his body. He was slightly embarrassed, but he was not strong enough to do anything about it. Besides, the cloth was soft and the water was warm, and the soap smelled like the lavender wands his mother used to tuck into her clean laundry.

It might have been that same day or maybe the next when he heard voices in the adjoining room and realized that his head was finally clear enough to understand them.

“—wagon ready tomorrow, Your Highness,” said a voice Brute recognized as the sheriff’s. Brute smiled a little to learn that the prince was alive and nearby.

“I’d rather ride on horseback.”

“Your leg’s not quite healed enough for that,” said Hilma. “Unless you want to stay here another week.”

“Gods, no. I appreciate your hospitality, but I want to get home.”

“Of course.”

The three of them chatted a while longer about the prince’s travel arrangements, and Brute began to doze off again. But then Prince Aldfrid asked, “And what about him?”

“He’s healing,” replied Hilma. “He’ll be walking again soon.”

Brute smiled again because the prince had asked after him. He couldn’t remember anyone caring about his well-being since he was a child.

“But what’ll become of him?” the prince asked, turning Brute’s grin into a frown.

The sheriff sounded impatient. “You needn’t worry about him, Your Highness. I’m sure you have much more important—”

“He saved my life. The rest of you just stood there, and he risked himself to rescue me. That makes him very important.” There was a pause and a dull thunk, as of a tankard being set on a table. “Does he have anyone to look after him?”

“His father was—” began the sheriff.

“Hanged. I know. Anyone else?”

“He’s always looked after himself.”

The sheriff’s statement was true enough, Brute knew, and yet it made his chest ache. He was good enough at taking care of himself, and he reminded himself often that he didn’t need anyone else. He could manage. He was strong.

But the prince’s next words tore him apart: “He won’t be able to return to his job.”

There was probably more discussion after that, but Brute couldn’t hear it over the rushing in his ears. He closed his eyes and wished himself back into the state of wooly incomprehension where he’d been spending so much time lately. But it didn’t work, and he couldn’t unknow the truth he’d been refusing to acknowledge for some time. He opened his eyes and, very slowly, pulled his arms out from under the blankets.

His right hand was fine. It had a few pale scars—and a new wound or two—but his long, broad fingers curled and uncurled as cleverly as always; his thumb and forefinger came together perfectly.

He looked to his left.

It wasn’t shocking, not really. His arm, thick with muscle, and a clean white bandage, and then… nothing. Nothing horrible to see except the absence of his hand.

He made a choking sound and tried to scramble out of bed, as if he could somehow escape his own mutilation. But his feet caught in the blankets, and his legs, unused to standing, wouldn’t hold him. He fell to the floor with a loud crash.

Hilma and the sheriff came running in. The sheriff frowned, but the healer only shook her head, and then the two of them hauled him back onto the mattress, grunting with effort. Hilma smoothed the covers back over his naked legs and hips, but his arms remained free.

“What…?” he began, but was unable to finish, not even when he swallowed twice.

“It was too badly shattered. I couldn’t fix it. It had to come off or it would have rotted away.”

“But… my hand….”

“You’re lucky to have your life,” said the sheriff. “You washed up on that little beach north of the bridge, and it took most of Darius’s crew to bring you here.”

Funny. Brute didn’t feel very thankful. One-handed, he had no means of livelihood. His few saved coppers wouldn’t last long, and then… well, he might as well have died in the river. Quicker that way.

He turned his head away and closed his eyes.

 

 

HE WAS awake the next morning when the mattress dipped beside him, but he didn’t open his eyes until a warm hand gave his shoulder a squeeze. “I’m sorry,” said Prince Aldfrid. “If I’d been more careful, this wouldn’t have happened to you.”

Brute was so surprised at the royal apology that his despair momentarily slipped away. “I’m glad you’re all right, Your Highness.”

“I’ll be limping for a while yet, but I can live with that.” He smiled a little, and gods, he was handsome! “My head’s not as thick as yours, I think. I wouldn’t have survived if I’d fallen off the rock. Thank you.”

“It’s… it’s an honor.” Which was true. Brute might be an ugly beast—now a crippled one at that—but he’d saved a prince’s life. His mother was right after all.

Prince Aldfrid squeezed his shoulder again. “You’re quite a man. Look now. When you’re up to traveling, I’d like you to come to the palace.”

“To… to Tellomer?”

“Yes. You’re a hero, and you deserve a reward.”

Brute tried to think of what sort of reward he would get. A medal? A parchment listing his brave deeds? A… fancy hat, maybe? All very pretty, but not of much use to a one-handed laborer.

The prince must have sensed his thoughts because he laughed softly. “A job. A good job, with living quarters more comfortable than anywhere in this village and without that damnable foreman.”

“But I can’t….” Brute waved his mangled arm, as if the prince might have forgotten he was maimed.

“There’s still more to you than most men. We’ll find something for you to do, I promise you.” He reached into his cloak and pulled out a folded sheet of paper, which he set on the table beside the bed. “Bring that with you. It’ll get you past the guards and into the palace.”

To Brute’s horror, his eyes filled with tears. He hadn’t cried since his mother died—not once, not even when his great-uncle beat him—and now he dug the fingernails of his remaining hand into his palm and tried to maintain his composure. “Thank you,” he rasped.

The prince stood, a bit awkwardly, and smiled down at him. “I hope to see you soon, Brute.” Then he limped slowly out of the room.

Brute’s recovery continued steadily after that. Hilma didn’t speak to him other than to issue terse commands, and she made him drink gallons of that awful tea, but she fed him—much better than Cecil at the White Dragon ever did—and sang her healing chants. She allowed him out of bed, first just long enough to use the chamber pot, but soon he was wobbling around the room. She produced his spare shirt and a pair of trousers that had obviously been hastily altered to fit him. The clothes he’d been wearing when he fell off the cliff must have been ruined. He learned to care for himself one-handed. Clumsily, but he managed.

Finally, she unwrapped the bandage from his stump for the final time and nodded in satisfaction. He steeled himself for a good look, but it wasn’t as horrible as he’d imagined. The hand was gone, cut cleanly at the wrist, and the scars at the end were still pinkish and new looking. But the wound was closed, and there were no signs of infection. He just wished he didn’t feel like his hand was still attached, still balled in a tight fist.

“You can’t… can’t grow it back?” he asked her, knowing he wouldn’t have enough coppers to pay even if she were capable.

“I’m a healer, not a witch.”

He nodded. “How much must I pay you for…?” He waved his good arm vaguely toward the rumpled bed.

“The prince paid already.”

“Oh.”

She sniffed and tapped a foot impatiently. “Leave now. I’ve done all for you that I can.”

He took the folded sheet of paper and tucked it carefully into his pocket. He desperately wished to know what it said, but he couldn’t read, and in any case, it was sealed by a blob of red wax bearing what he assumed was the prince’s signet.

It was midmorning, and the village was bustling as men and women went to the market and back, or fetched water from wells. Children rushed about everywhere, playing with balls and hoops or doing their parents’ errands. Everyone stared at him, at his arm. But he kept his head up and worked to hide the remaining limp, even though his hips ached with the effort.

Cecil was standing behind the bar when Brute entered the White Dragon. “Not running a charity house,” the landlord snarled.

“I don’t need charity,” Brute said as he walked past the bar. Ascending the stairs was painful. He would never make it up the pathway at the bridge site, not even without a heavy stone on his back. Even more important, he couldn’t lift the stones anymore, couldn’t adjust his own harness, couldn’t tug on ropes or dig holes or do any of the other tasks Darius expected. It gave him a tiny thrill of satisfaction to know that the last burden he carried in that damned sling had been Prince Aldfrid.
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