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This Far West of Nowhere






A ghost watches the order of precedence. The carried corpse of the old king comes first, then the new king, then the crown prince. Those of lesser value walk behind at a proper distance. It's a grand ceremony, with rows of kingsguard and a gilt bower displaying the immutable truth that even the de Rodyn Family cannot defeat death.

The dead king's clothes have been chosen to soften the pallor of his body: silver and white, trimmed with threads of de Rodyn black. Jewels and gems match the garments. The de Rodyn Family carry more wealth on their corpses than a normal man might own in a thousand lifetimes.

The young prince looks tired, understandably; only the nobility expect a ten-year-old to keep vigil beside his dead grandfather all night. The prince's face is red, and his eyes are swollen, but he walks upright as he follows the old corpse and the new king into the crypt under the Tower of Kings.

The weight of the occasion is affecting both the mourners and the weather. The sky is dull, though it's barely past summer, and the moisture in the air is a threat. No-one moves, though the sun has dimmed and the rain started by the time the still-living of the de Rodyn Family re-emerge. The young prince turns to follow the new king up the outside of the tower. He stumbles on the first step. It's been a day, a night and another day since he's been to bed. Two hundred steps spiral around the tower. The child becomes visible each time he reaches steps on the near side. Each time, he's just that much further behind the king.

What happens atop the tower is a guarantee of sovereignty to the de Rodyn Family and a mystery to everyone else. The ghost feels it though: obvious to any with ordinary Talent and apparent even to the Talentless. As the Power returns, the horror of separation from the Path dulls, and the mourning for the death of the old king steps forward to its rightful place. The Well throbs differently with the tune of the new king: energetic but with a deep echo which might be torment or grief.

The king carries his sleeping son back down the steps then drops him into the arms of a man-servant and takes no further interest.

The ghost has no sympathy for the child, who has lost the love of his grandfather and never had the love of his father. It's unhelpful to care about the tool that will be used to bring down the de Rodyn Family and destroy the Kingdom.
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A Memory


There were snow dogs on the peaks. Seth could hear them on the wind: howls, barks and halloos bringing in the winter. The sounds were still distant. Above and upwind, he hoped, though sounds were fickle in the mountains, and even a highlander couldn't really know which way any of them were coming from. Snow dogs were bad but upwind was best: best because the animals could smell humans. They could smell fear and blood, though the blood mattered most. There was enough blood that Seth could smell it too: still strong though the cut had dried and was a day old. Two cuts, if you counted the one on Nat's arm.

Seth was running fast but Nat was faster: ahead and scrambling down the cliff towards Styr's cottage-cabin-shack. Nat always called Styr's home a shack. But Nat didn't speak this time; he ran straight through the door, and the door slammed into Seth's face.

Ouch.

Seth pushed and slammed, and the sound of snow dogs went muffled through the wall.

It was warmer inside, with the fire crackling, the blankets over the windows, and a lantern on the table. Nat was eating soup, slurping from the spoon then moving it, mouth to bowl to mouth, with his good arm. Styr was washing Nat's other arm, binding the cut, calling Nat "milord" and "Lord Nathaniel" instead of "lordling" and "Nat". When the wound was bound and the soup was finished, Styr bent forward and dragged Nat, piggy-back style, across his back. Then he straightened up and looked towards the door.

Seth straightened too. He was waiting just inside, good arm over bad arm, shuffling his feet on the rammed earth floor. He tried not to glance at the huge axe in the corner of the room, tried not to watch the floor or the fire or Death, tried not to turn from Styr's glare.

Styr's eyes shone blue in the firelight, the skin around them scrunched, creasing his forehead. "Seth?"

Seth was watching Death's icy place between Nat's bandaged arm and his own bloody cut. He was watching the fire. Watching the axe. Not good enough. He turned. "It was just…"

"I know what it was!"

Seth flinched.

"What were you thinking, farm boy?" Styr hadn't called Seth "farm boy" in years. Hadn't spoken in Grenlaenden either, not in Nat's presence.

"I wasn't… I mean…"

Nat leaned his head around Styr's head and stuck his soup-coloured tongue at Seth. Seth shut his mouth on both the languages he knew. He wasn't going to be a rat.

Styr switched back to Common. "Ancestors, save us." Even after years in the Kingdom, he still spoke Common with a Grenlaenden accent. He moved towards the door, and Seth moved out of the way. "Stay here. Keep the door latched. Don't do anything stupid… anything else stupid… before I get back."

The door echoed as it slammed. Then things went quiet: the wind, the snow dogs, Nat's fussing, Styr's anger. The fire still crackled, warming the room. The room hadn't changed since Seth had last been here: still the same bed with a ragged pile of blankets; still the same table, littered with a spoon, a pot and an empty soup bowl; still the same rocking chair by the fire. Seth slumped into the rocking chair, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. The cut started throbbing, up and down his arm, as though his skin now realised the rite was over: over but not finished. The wound had turned from important to pointless: a mistake and a mess, which Styr was taking to Lord Thomin in Nat's washed, bound, equally pointless cut.

What was he thinking? He tried not to think about the Blood Rite with Nat; or the throbbing in his arm; or his icy breaths, which were better by the fire but not warm yet. The fire needed fresh wood. There was wood on the hearth edge, right where Styr must've dropped it when he'd first seen Nat. Seth picked up two smaller pieces, adding them to the fire and letting them catch. He poked with the fire-stick using his good arm, making sure the wood was in the right place, making sure the sparks were far enough into the chimney to be safe, not doing anything stupid. Then he added the night log: long, thick and slow-burning. Styr must've had it ready ahead of supper.

Seth was ready for supper. He was ravenous after two days of fasting. Usually Styr would've given him something to eat, but Styr had been too distracted to remember, or too upset, or he hadn't had any soup left after he'd served Nat. The distraction was more worrying than the failed Blood Rite or the two cuts: Nat's cut and Seth's cut. Styr hadn't even looked at Seth's cut.

Seth picked up the cloth that Styr had been using to clean Nat's arm. It was damp all over and bloody in bits: Nat's blood and Seth's blood mixed together and bonded. Almost bonded. Not at all bonded. Seth used a corner to dab the blood from his own cut, cleaning the wound which had sat open all night then all day, tugging the pieces with his fingers to see where his skin should be together but wasn't. He'd wanted to clean the cut in the creek yesterday, but Nat hadn't wanted that. Nat had moved hand across hand, No. No. No, back and forth. He'd moved his hands, not his mouth, because that was part of the rite: no talking between the first and second cuts. No talking. No food. Preparation, Offering, Weaving… That was as far as they'd gotten. In the end there hadn't been a second cut.

Seth's first cut was good: long, deep, and mostly straight down his forearm. It was better than Nat's though it had been Nat who'd wanted to do the rite, Nat who'd dragged them out into the forest, Nat who'd kept them out over one night, then two nights. It had been Nat who'd given up.

Seth dropped the cloth and shook his arm, trying to dry off the water. Throb, throb, throb. He walked around the room, looking but not touching. There were the plates and bowls, there the forks and spoons, there the water bucket, there the two chipped cups. Styr mightn't have offered anything, but he hadn't told Seth not to help himself.

Don't do anything stupid.

Seth picked up a cup. Water wasn't stupid, was it? He was more hungry than thirsty. But it was one thing, helping himself to a cup of water when there was a stream not yet frozen just below the cottage, and it was another, stupider thing, helping himself to Styr's winter food cache. Seth dragged his sleeve back down over the cleaned mess on his arm and sat in the rocking chair again. He was going to make a rocking chair for Grandmama Hanne and put it in the keeping room near the fire. He didn't have the wood ready yet, but Styr had taught him the proper Grenlaenden way of it, back when Styr hadn't been angry at him.

Don't do anything stupid.

Seth couldn't imagine doing anything at all. His energy was gone though it was barely night, and he'd done nothing but sit around for most of the day. He must be worn from the fasting, and from the cut, and from the run, maybe even from the snow dogs: worn because Styr had been angry at him but good to Nat. There was a message in that.

Don't do anything stupid.

Watching the night log wasn't stupid. Resting in the warmth wasn't stupid. Closing his tired eyes… Watching the flicker of the flames… Watching the boy who was flickering in the flames.

Seth didn't know the boy. He had eyes as blue as a Grenlaender and hair as blond as Seth's half-Grenlaenden sisters. And he glanced at Death, like a Grenlaender did once every while. But he was dressed in Kingdom clothes, smart clothes, even smarter than Nat's smartest. He was younger than Seth, maybe nine or ten years old where Seth would be fourteen after Midwinter. Seth sat in Styr's chair, but the boy in the fire sat on the floor. It was a smart floor, especially for someone who didn't have a chair to sit on. Styr's floor was made of dirt, but the boy's floor was made of wood: not planks like parts of the farm house; rather tiny pieces cut and laid in different directions, and shining with wax finish. The pieces made pictures: birds, flowers, animals, a tower. Tiny pieces of wood made up the stairs around the tower. The boy's legs were crossed before the stairs, unlike Seth's, which were stretched towards the dirt floor. They'd both hunched forward though: Seth over his throbbing arm and the boy over a huge, shiny sword. As Seth rocked in Styr's chair, the boy rocked on the floor. The boy was red in the face and red in the whites of his summer-sky eyes; he had tears streaming down his cheeks. Seth watched and wondered: about the boy, the tears, the streaming… flickering… Death… slamming… He turned and watched Styr, who was standing beside the door.

The glare was gone, and Styr's face had fallen. His eyes were drooping, mouth drooping, cheeks and nose drooping; something about it all said tired.

"Is it over?"

Styr shook his head.

"Oh. You took… I was… oh."

"You were watching the fire?"

"I suppose. I fell asleep."

"You had a dream?"

"It was just a boy. He was crying over a sword. A huge, proper sword. He'd've done better with Nat's small wooden one. Can I go home now?"

"Lord Thomin wants to see you."

"Alright. I suppose. He must want me to explain Nat's cut."

 "At the very least."

"Are you…"

"I'll walk you there. You shouldn't be out alone in the dark, not with the snow dogs about."

Seth stood up.

"Bandage first. You shouldn't be stinking of an open wound either. Snow dogs have good noses."

Seth sat by the fire again, rolled his sleeve up again, turn by stinging turn. Death waited by Styr's side as Styr ripped old cloth into a couple of bandages. The boy in the fire waited too, flickering in the flames, wiping his nose, fading into nothing as Styr pulled the edges of the cut together. The edges fell open again when Styr lifted his fingers away.

"It's a worthy cut. Pity the choice was wrong."

"Choice? I didn't…"

Styr's eyebrows rose.

Seth shrugged. "I guess it doesn't matter now."

"Doesn't it?"

"Does it? I don't know. What am I supposed to do?"

Styr nodded towards the fire. "Choose better next time. As the flames decide."

"That was nothing. Just a dream."

"A dream isn't nothing, farm boy. You might've been born in the North, but in more ways than one, you're still a Grenlaender."
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ice on the wind










"Preparation," I said, to explain the opening fast. Then, "Offering," and I ran a finger down the first of two worthy scars on my arm. The lads looked wide-eyed as I explained the requirements of the Weaving and thoughtful about the part played by the Acceptance. I lost myself in that memory, yet they were still watching when I reopened my eyes.

After I described the Strengthening, the child lord said, "That is something I should like to be part of."

But the farm boy understood. He said, "A blood bondsman seems such a serious thing. It must be hard to choose the right friend."

(From Styr Haldis; Incidental Writings; Private Papers of the Thursten Family; Rognvald High Hold, Grenlaending.)









Covenant Year 1268, 13th of Winterstart


There was ice on the wind and Seth's arm ached. It was early this year: early for the ice, early for the ache. Seth set the hammer on the ledge and slid his sleeve up. The scar had turned white with time, but it was long and puckered, and had throbbed every winter since the cut. He massaged the line: starting near his elbow, finishing near his wrist, wiggling his hand to stretch the old injury. The pain dulled but the foreboding persisted: ice on the wind and a bad winter. It added urgency to repairing the barn, so he picked up the hammer and didn't stop again until all the extra wall timbers were nailed in place. He was measuring the damage to the door when a rider turned from the road and pulled his horse up on the other side of the fence.

The horse was a stallion, sleek and black, and almost to the top of Seth's head at the withers. The tack was new and polished. The rider was polished too, smartly dressed, with leather boots all the way to his knees and a glossy coat stretching from the top of those boots to the bottom of his chin. He waved as he dismounted, but with the sun behind that wave, Seth couldn't make out his face.

Seth was tall amongst the villagers but the nobleman was taller. Only a nobleman would own a horse so grand he could barely ride it, wear clothes so fine he couldn't work in them, and keep his hair so long it made a plait all the way down his back. The lord had broad shoulders, thick arms, and most likely some skill with the very real and dangerous sword which hung by his hip. Seth had never been so close to a real sword, having only swung a stick as a boy at the wooden toy swords that Nat had... "Nat?"

Nat pulled off his leather gloves, blew warm air onto each hand, then put the gloves on again, tugging at each covered finger. Seth used his own bare fingers to count how long it had been since he and Nat had last stood on either side of the fence. Four years of city education had left little of Nat and added a sizeable slice of Lord Nathaniel de Creighton of the Second Circle, master of Creighton Lodge, heir to Creighton Estate and future liege over almost everyone Seth had ever met. Then Nat winked and the lord part of him slipped… almost slipped... "Still burying yourself in farmyard muck?"

Seth realised he'd started brushing mud off his face. And tugging straws from his hair. And scraping dried dung… He stopped. "I was just fixing the barn door against the weather. The shutters are broken too, but it's a two-man job, and Papa's been sick."

Nat looped the reins of the horse around the railing then jumped over the fence. "Did you get my letter?"

"You know I can't read."

For one boyish breath, Nat's frown almost made him look like he'd done on that last day, when he'd said his goodbyes then ridden off on a different, much smaller horse. Four years. "Oh... That's... I forgot. I mean, someone in your household… Anya can read, can't she?"

"We knew you were coming home in any case. There were workmen crawling over the roof of the lodge for weeks." Seth squinted past the stallion. "Are all those wagons yours?"

Nat nodded towards each load as the convoy rounded the corner below the village. "Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes. And yes. How in the Kingdom it's taken them this long, I don't know. I've been here since last night, and I travelled alongside as far as Hillfort."

"You've got a fast horse, and those people behind the last wagon are walking."

Nat shrugged. "I allowed them wagon space until the border gate, but there's no need to strain the bullocks for the comfort of slaves. Not now they're…"

"Slaves?"

"Yes, slaves. Don't act all shocked. They're nobodies. Criminals. I purchased them at the annual markets in the capital. Years ago."

"You 'purchased' people?"

"It's how things are done in the Lowlands."

"It can't be. There must be laws."

"The laws are what they broke. That's why they're slaves."

"People aren't… You can't own people."

"Says who? You? Eight sets of purchase papers signed and sealed at the king's pleasure prove otherwise."

"No-one here would…"

"And no-one down the mountain has a problem with it. The slaves work for me, and I feed them, clothe them, and punish them if they misbehave. Much the way Father treats you."

"Lord Thomin doesn't own me."

"You farm his land. You give him a portion... a large portion... of everything you produce. And you abide by his rules. Without his permission, you can't step one foot off Creighton Estate. How is that different?"

Seth's thoughts froze. How is that different? Ice on the wind and a winter which would be worse than the last few years, worse than any winter since Nat had gone away. And they still had a debt to Lord Thomin which wouldn't be paid this year. Seth realised he was flicking his hand again. Dried dung again. He stopped again.

Nat was flicking the reins of his stallion, unwrapping them from the rail, readying himself to take his slaves, his too-large horse, and his Lowlander attitude, and just… "Enough with the judging, Seth. I'm not a child anymore. I have responsibilities. There are people who depend on me, and in the future there'll be more of them. Including you. As of last night, Father's landed me with a household to keep. And it's considerably bigger than your farm. Eight workers I own are eight fewer I have to pay."

As Nat reached towards the stallion, Seth grabbed his arm, pulling it away before the horse's teeth landed. "Still not much of a horseman?" He was holding the arm right over the scar. Nat was looking at it. Maybe he felt the same ache. Maybe he was remembering the same moment. Seth let go of the arm and took the horse's reins. He calmed the animal with whispers as he walked him along the fence. When he unlatched the gate, he smoothed his hand across the stallion's neck, calm and calm. Then he brought the horse into the paddock. "He's a grand one for sure. But the wind's making him fidget. I'll settle him with a blanket in the stable."

Nat stepped, then hovered, then stepped. He was warming his cold hands under his armpits like a Lowlander. "Alright."

"Go on in and get warm. Mama's making beans and gravy."

"Good idea. I'm famished."

"It's good to see you, Nat." Seth wasn't sure whether it was true, but it seemed the right thing to say. "Welcome home."









A Memory


Papa unbuckled his belt.

Seth saw the movement at the edge of his vision though he was watching the floor. He studied the brickwork at his toes as the belt was laid out across the table.

"You'll be fourteen years old soon."

"Yes, Papa."

Fourteen years old. It was a long time since Seth had last been in big trouble. It had happened to him a lot when he'd been at school: for missing classes, for chatting when he should've been attending to his work, for fidgeting, for not managing to get the letters or the numbers the right way around or in the right order. But he'd not set foot in the schoolhouse in five years, not since a few weeks after Papa had come home from the war. Papa had spoken to the schoolmistress, and the following day, Seth had broken soil in the near paddock with Papa. The day after that, Papa had fallen ill with his first fever, and Seth had broken soil alone.

Today Papa looked... Seth wasn't game to lift his eyes to be sure what the expression on Papa's face meant. It was safer, much safer, to keep watching the floor.

Papa chose a seat on the side of the table near the stove. Seth was standing on the cold edge of the room near the window. Everyone else had realised they had important things which needed doing in other places.

"What's wrong with your hand?"

Seth couldn't remember much more than warm hugs and laughter from before the war. He wondered if Papa had learned that stern voice at the Border. He lifted his right hand from the soothing cool of his trouser leg. "Lord Thomin ordered the cane, so Nat's tutor..." Seth had experience of one fierce line burning across his hand for several days; he'd been in big trouble more than once with the schoolmistress. But Nat's tutor had swung the cane six times, each harder than the last, until Seth's hand was so swollen, he couldn't use his fingers. He turned his burning palm in Papa's direction.

"And Nat's hand? Does it look like that too?"

Seth's last view of Nat had been Nat sitting in a huge bed, propped up by pillows, with his bandaged left arm in a sling and his right hand in a bowl of sweets. Seth shook his head.

"Coat off. And roll up your sleeve. I want to see."

Taking off his jacket was hard when bits from both arms hurt; in the end, he let it slide down both sides at once then bent over and picked it up from the floor. He pulled up his left shirt-sleeve then spent an uncomfortably long time unwrapping the bandage Styr had put around his arm.

"Only one cut?" Something about the way Papa said the words sounded like relief.

Seth studied the wound, moving his eyes from just below his elbow to a hands-breadth above his wrist. It was still gaping from one end to the other and oozing bits of blood up and down his arm. Still throbbing. "We stopped at the Weaving. Nat got bored, so..."

"You made a cut like this on the forearm of the heir to Lord Thomin's estate?"

"No, Papa. You know the rite: Preparation, Offering, Weaving, Acceptance, Strengthening. Nat made his own Offering."

"Lord Nathaniel has full-blood Kingdom heritage, Lord Thomin tells me, with a Family tree five centuries long. Southern rites have no place in the de Creighton Family."

"I'm sorry, Papa. I said 'sorry' to Lord Thomin, and I've been punished already. You don't need to say anything else."

"Any punishment meted by Lord Thomin is between you and Lord Thomin. Just as any punishment meted by me is between you and me."

Seth's heart dropped in his chest. "Yes, Papa."

"Southern rites belong to Southerners. And Southerners at fourteen are adults with responsibilities, not children running around in the forest making foolish choices with pocket knives."

"Styr said the same thing. If I'd been born on the other side of the mountain, I'd be an adult in a few weeks, instead of waiting four more years for my majority."

"And you'd know better than to play games mixing Northern lords with Southern rites. Did the hermit tell you that?"

Not in words like Papa's, but as Seth had waited in the cottage alone, hungry and bleeding, he'd gotten the message. "I think it was what he meant."

"You're responsible for the work you skipped when you ran off and spent two days in the forest without asking my permission."

"Yes, Papa."

"You're responsible for the food missing from this table because of it."

"Yes, Papa."

"You're responsible for the further work you won't be able to do because you're injured."

Seth stared at the floor again.

"You're responsible for the doctor being summoned to Lord Nathaniel's bedside and the scar which will mar Lord Nathaniel's forearm from a foolishness which took place under your influence."

"It won't happen again, Papa."

"You're responsible for the enmity Lord Thomin now has towards the Southern heritage on this estate and for anyone who feels the need to follow the Narrow Track back to the Southland because of it. Mixed households which survived two Border wars are now at risk because you took it upon yourself to try a Southern rite with the heir to the estate."

"Papa, I'm..."

"Your own grandmother was Southern born. Do you want her cast out of our home?"

"No, Papa. Of course not."

"Do you expect to become an adult member of this household some day?"

Seth looked at Papa's face. "I don't... I don't know what you mean."

"The adults of this household work six full days each week. We fast on the seventh day, so the Restday food can go to those in the village with too little to eat. We do not walk out on our responsibilities or engage in behaviour that endangers lives and livelihoods." Papa picked up his belt and stood up.

It was a common enough punishment in the village. Schoolmistresses and tutors might've had canes, but papas had belts. Seth knew it, though he'd never known his own papa to use one. He knew from other boys to stretch his belly and chest across the household table, and to hope Papa didn't feel the need to pull his trousers down and bare his legs. He knew he should be stepping forward, taking his punishment and thanking Papa afterwards, even if he hated the lesson.

"Come here, Seth."

Though the treats had gone to Nat and the punishments to Seth, Seth saw no point in telling anyone, not Styr, not Lord Thomin, not Papa, that he hadn't wanted to try the Blood Rite anyway. He'd been relieved when Nat had given up and demanded they go for food at Styr's cottage. He'd only kept the fast and made the cut because it was what Nat wanted. In the end, Nat always got what Nat wanted; Seth's objections were just part of the game to Nat.

Seth moved to the table and took his place. He felt Papa move behind him. He felt ice on the wind on one side of his face and the wood of the tabletop on the other. He felt the burn of his hand where it rested on the table. He felt the throb of the cut. He wondered if he should use his one functioning hand to grip the table edge. He wondered if he should bite down or leave his mouth open and gasp. He felt the presence of the leather, as Papa held the belt in place across his thighs, and the absence, as it was lifted again for the first swing.

Papa sighed then dropped the belt back on the table at Seth's elbow. "Stand up."

Seth straightened up and watched the table.

"You've no time anymore to play foolish games with Nat."

"I know, Papa. I'm sorry."

"I'm sorry you lost your Grandada just when you might've learned Southern ways from him, but you're too old to be wasting your days learning those ways from the hermit up on the Narrow Track. Your kin need food on the table more than you need a Southerner to read your dreams."

"Yes, Papa."

"It's time you stepped up."

"I will. I promise I will."

Papa took hold of his belt, holding the buckle in one hand and using the other to roll the leather around and over itself. "Take the next few days to say goodbye to your hermit friend and tidy up any other last childhood things you need to deal with. And ask your sister to sort out that cut and do what she can for your hand; she's got a knack for that sort of thing. When those injuries are healed, as far as this household is concerned you'll be an adult."

"Thank you, Papa..." Seth looked at the belt that hadn't landed on his legs. "...for the lesson."

"Make sure you give that lesson proper attention over the coming years, Seth. It's what you deserve."

Papa left the kitchen then, taking his belt with him.









Covenant Year 1268, 13th of Winterstart


Nat took Papa's place at the head of the table. Likely it didn't matter, since Papa was curled up in bed under a blanket, but Mama's forehead wrinkled. She smiled at Nat though, bobbed a curtsey like she might've done had Lord Thomin come to review the dairy or permit new fences. Then she gave Nat the meat that should've gone to Papa. All the other plates got cabbage with speck and beans with gravy.

 There was something about Anya. Seth noticed Nat notice it: the way she rushed through both doors into the kitchen; the way she tugged off her gloves, pushed back her hood, and flicked a golden curl off her face; the way she dropped a scroll by her lunch as Seth set the plates on the table. Something. Nothing. Just the usual Anya doing her usual things but being watched as though each of those things was worth noticing.

"Thanks, Seth. Smells good. The snow's reached below the tree-line on Narrow Track Peak, did you see? And the clouds are coming in. Any chance you can use Milly to drag those two dead sheep from Poor Man's Creek before the storm hits? Matheu asked Lord Thomin, but nothing's been done, and the infectious fever's spreading. If the freeze comes early..."

Nat stood up. "Anya."

Anya stopped mid-unwrap, scarf loose in both hands, as she watched Nat twirl an empty hand around and out then lower his head almost into what should have been Papa's meat, beans and gravy. She rolled the scarf into a ball as she curtseyed. "Nat… Lord Nathaniel. You're… back."

"Yes. Yes I am." He ran his eyes down then up. "Look at you, all grown up." Those eyes paused on the up, not quite reaching the rush of pink which had crossed Anya's face.

She dropped into her seat, abandoning her trip back to the mudroom and scrunching up outdoor-wear on her lap. Then she started moving the food on her plate: back and forth, around and up, cabbage through beans and gravy. Nat sat down too, pushed food on his plate too: cabbage through beans, fork following fork, eyes following Anya. Grandmama Hanne's eyes were turning from Anya to Nat to Anya. Seth chewed on beans, wondering why he was the only one eating.

Nat's fork paused. "Which part of the creek?"

"Oh... um... on the forest boundary, past the old mine shaft." Back and forth, around and up, eye to eye.

Seth had been busy these past years: busy with work, busy with running the farm, busy with taking over tasks that might once have been done by Grandada Jed or Grandpa Josh or Papa. Still, as he watched the goings on between Anya and Nat, he was shocked to realise that his bookish little sister had grown into a stunning young woman without him having noticed. Nat was deep into noticing. He was noticing each movement of her chest as it rose and fell. He was noticing the shiny blond plait which curved around her neck. He was noticing the sky-blue eyes which came visible when she tossed that plait back and lifted her face.

"Inside the main grounds?"

Anya nodded. "Over where the mine..."

"No doubt Father's been occupied with other matters. It's a big estate."

"I didn't intend..."

"Does Father allow commoners to cross the wall unescorted these days?"

"It's not... I mean, you and Seth used to play there, so I thought…"

"I'll make arrangements with my steward to dispose of the sheep. I'm sure none of us would want Seth's actions misunderstood."

Nat was speaking about Seth, but his attention was all on Anya. That attention made Seth uncomfortable. Quite a few things about this newer, more worldly Nat made Seth uncomfortable. Seth couldn't tell whether it was Nat's fault or his own fault. Or whether the whole problem was only jealousy that Anya, who'd never looked at a village lad the way she was looking at Nat, was enjoying the sort of notice she could only get from a man who wasn't her brother. Anya hitched the outdoor wear further up her lap, and Nat's eyes moved just that bit lower.

Seth watched Anya, then Nat, then his own fork and beans, then his own hands opening and closing. Then the children ploughed through the door, and the tension in the room got churned up into a mess of hats, scarves and coats before being smashed into pieces on top of a scolding from Mama.

"It doesn't take this long to walk from the school house..."

"...five wagons. With chairs and tables and great wooden boxes..."

Seth grinned into his lunch.

"... and put those coats in the mudroom where they belong. Take Anya's things while you're at it. And scrape your shoes off..."

The mudroom door slammed.

"...and slaves, Mama..."

"...and don't forget to offer your respects to our visitor, Lord Nathaniel."

"...chained arm to arm, walking in a row..."

Seth glanced in Nat's direction then went back to concentrating on chewing winter cabbage.

"...four lads and four lasses. They could've done with some shoes and coats in this weather..."

The door slammed again.

"...and hats..."

"...and scarves..."

"'How things are done in the Lowlands'?" Seth put his fork down, and as the children followed his stare to Nat, the tension came back.

Then Nat winked at Cecy, who went as red as Anya had been and dropped into a chair at a plate of beans and cabbage. Gil gulped then sat in the space between Anya and Nat. Lev took the last spot, between Mama and Grandmama Hanne.

"They're criminals, Seth. You can't expect me to let them free to walk around. There are laws for our safety."

"There are laws," agreed Anya. "You can't blame Nat for the chains."

"Thank you." Nat cut a thick wedge of pork as he watched Anya, up and down, from the table to her chin and back again.

Anya pushed a curl behind one ear then patted it in place. When she turned to look at Nat, the curl fell right back to where it had been beforehand. "Matheu says he's seen slaves at every estate he's visited except for Creighton. He says Lord Thomin doesn't approve."

"Father won't interfere. He knows I must make my own way. I'll eventually have the estate."

Seth pushed what was left of his lunch onto Gil's plate. "How many slaves will there be when you have the estate, Lord Nathaniel?"

"Don't be so parochial, Seth. They're criminals. I've six one-bands for seven years and two two-bands for fourteen. That's..." Nat leaned towards Gil. "What's six times seven?"

Gil showed off his mouthful of cabbage. "Fordy-doo,"

"And fourteen times two?"

"Twenty-eight." Cecy's mouth was empty. Her number skills were a lot better than Seth's.

"There we go, then." Nat stabbed the air with his fork. "That's seventy years of gaol time you're not paying for with Father's taxes. I'm doing you all a favour."

Mama collected Papa's plate of cabbage and beans from the stove then walked into the bedroom and away from the argument.

Grandmama Hanne leaned across the table, putting a hand over one of Anya's. "Is that Matheu's news from the capital, child? I wouldn't mind you reading us some of that."

Nat leaned across Gil, flicked the scroll into his own hand and unrolled it. "Rodyn University Gazette. It's a month old. I didn't know you could read Academic."

"Medical texts are written in Academic. I think it's an affectation, but Matheu..."

"Father mentioned that you'd finished your apprenticeship and taken up full time with the physician."

"Not finished exactly..."

"Go ahead and read the news, Anya." Seth was wondering if he even belonged in the conversation.

Anya took the paper back. "'Researchers from the school of engineering...'."

"Boring," said Nat. "Skip to the gossip."

Anya ran a hand down the scroll. "'His Highness Crown Prince William de Rodyn is set to celebrate his majority, and the university's chancellor and vice-chancellor have received invitations to the primary celebration. The reception will take place at the palace in the presence of the First Family, alongside the Council of Ten, the Council of Guilds and the highest of the First Circle. The prince's birth, on the fourteenth of Winterstart Month in the year of the Covenant 1250, coincided with the early battles of the Second Border War. Thus, a few days after the happy event, His Majesty King Nycholas, then the crown prince, was forced to leave for the Border. Though motherless from birth, and without the guidance of his father for the duration of the war, His Highness has grown in honour and nobility, remaining most supportive of His Majesty…'."

Nat spluttered into his water cup.

Anya put down the paper. "What?"

"Supportive? They fight constantly. You can just about hear their arguments in the Fourth Circle."

"It's a shame if that's the case," said Grandmama Hanne. "A father and a child should love each other."

Anya picked up the paper again. "It says there'll be fireworks."

Grandmama Hanne sighed. "Someday I'd love to see fireworks."

Cecy said, "His party's tomorrow. The fourteenth of Winstart is tomorrow. Anya, can we have a cake?"

"We don't have any sugar left, Cecy. How about I do a cake drawing out of jam on your toast tomorrow morning."

Nat held up the last chunk of Papa's meat and started inspecting it on his fork. "Actually, the reception will be tonight. Amongst the fashionable of the upper Circles, the custom is to have a majority eve party, seeing in the transition to adulthood. The fireworks will be at midnight, celebrating the moment the prince achieves his majority." He put the meat into his mouth.

Lev set an elbow on the table and settled his head sideways on the palm of his hand. His forehead creased as he looked at Nat. "Are you from 'amongst the fashionable of the upper Circles', Mister... Lord Nath... Nat? You've got a smart coat out there in the mudroom, and your sword is amazing."

Anya rolled up the paper and put it aside. "Lord Nathaniel is of the Second Circle, Lev. And it's not polite to ask anyone if they're fashionable."

Lev's forehead wrinkled even further. "Did you have fireworks at midnight for your majority, Lord Nathaniel?"

"Well, let's see. The evening before my majority, I was in the capital doing… something Seth wouldn't approve of being mentioned in front of children. So I'd better shut up."

Seth pushed his chair back. "The goings on of noble folk on the other side of the Kingdom aren't going to get our work done. Gil, Lev, Cecy, wash your hands, and go back to school. Anya, I think Mama wants you to check in on Papa. Nat, our regards to Lord Thomin, Lady Jula and your sisters. I'll saddle your horse."



*


Seth dreamed of fireworks. He was standing on a balcony watching them explode above a garden. The balcony was grander than the one that looked down onto the drive at Creighton Manor, and the garden was decorated with tiny lamps. They were strung along walkways; around trunks of trees; and in amongst garden beds that had no vegetables at all, just bushes and flowers. The lamps sparkled like the stars in a cloudless night sky. Lines of light shot upwards from the rooftops, each line followed by a clap of thunder. In the sky, the lines burst, scattering pinks, golds, blues and greens, all of which disappeared as they drifted down towards the garden. In the garden, a tower wound towards the sky, tall and fragile, grey in the shadows then shivering and shiny with each explosion of colour.

There was ice on the wind, so Seth rubbed his arms, which were chained wrist to wrist like Nat's slaves had been chained when they'd trudged past the farm after lunch. A gentle lass smiled; she had pretty brown hair looped up against her head, a few stray curls reaching down towards the thin ribbon of gold links around her neck. Other ladies twisted gold chains in fingers, lifting the jewellery from their skin, showing off the rise and fall of pretty pendants against the rise and fall of pretty chests. As oblivious noble folk closed in on him, Seth was trapped by the chain which was wrapped around his own neck. Chains were dragging him down, choking him: gold chains, grey chains, trapped choking. The sky exploded again, and as he opened his eyes, he found Anya watching him from the doorway.

"You were talking in your sleep again."

Seth sat up and rubbed the scar. "How's Papa?"

"Better than the last few days. The syrup helped his cough, and I've given him broth for breakfast."

"You're so clever. Papa's lucky to have you. We're all lucky."

Anya sat down on the bed and snuggled into the warmth of his chest. "What's coming?"

"Stormy weather."

"Is that what you see when your arm aches?"

"Yes." He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. "But no. That's not what I meant. Nat said he can't see the difference between the way he treats his slaves and the way Lord Thomin treats us."

"Things were always going to be different when he came back."

"In the end, he'll gets whatever it is he wants. What are we going to do when Lord Thomin dies and our livelihoods depend on Nat?"

"Did you dream of Lord Thomin in the ground?"

Seth shook his head. "Fireworks. And you had a gold chain around your neck and a pretty new dress."

"Doesn't sound so bad."

"They're just silly thoughts floating around in my head."

"Well the harvest's been good and the debt's almost paid. You've carpentry work to keep you going for the long cold, and I've got a good job now, helping Matheu. Surely we can hope."

Something would change. Seth could feel it in the ache in his arm, in the boom of fireworks, in the warm brush of Anya's hair under his chin. He tried to push aside his foreboding. "We can hope," he agreed, and he kissed her on the top of her head.










carved in the gold encircling his finger










When speaking of the de Rodyn Family, the scholar is, with natural prejudice, prone to discuss centuries of strong decision and wise governance, whilst perhaps glossing over the various interposed periods of harshness, of weakness or of simple incompetence. The social fabric of the Kingdom is inherently interwoven with the Powers offered from the depths of the Well, and if there is one certainty, it is that by geography, by birth and by Talent, the Well is the legacy of the de Rodyn Family. Half a millennium and more has done nothing to dull this staggeringly comprehensive right to rule.

(From Greenhill, Ld. M.; An Introduction to the Talents and Their Uses; under the auspices of the University of Rodyn; Rodyn Palace Library: Archives of the 6th Century.)
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The argument had started after the fireworks. The event churned over and over in Will's mind, but he still couldn't find when things had gone wrong. In the churn, memories got mixed up: the feel of the stateroom balcony under his feet, the exotic scent of Taaven gunpowder, the shadow which had settled on the Tower of Kings after the lights had been dimmed and the guests had departed. He remembered the king approaching. And he remembered the anger, which had held on long after he'd stormed away to his own suite and his own bed. Later he dreamed of fireworks, fields, arguments and wildflowers, and the taste of the Well, which was still on his tongue when he woke.

Something was different this morning, in the taste or the pulse or the field or the wildflowers. Something had changed in the tower. Will wasn't sure what or why. He wondered if adulthood had changed him, or changed the Well, in some way he noticed but only barely and only when he was lying down with his eyes closed. Adulthood hadn't changed the way his father treated him. He rolled the heir's ring on the ring finger of his right hand. It felt heavy and unfamiliar, not so much a symbol of his age and status as a mark of who owned him. His father had insulted and berated him, even in public, even as the ring had been put on his finger for the first time. And afterwards.

Will opened his eyes and followed the unending chain, the links carved in the gold encircling his finger. He pulled the ring off and read the words which had sat against his skin all night: Walk the Narrow Path. He needed no ring to walk that Path. Every day he strolled through the field and plucked the wildflowers, though his father disapproved of the stroll and the field and the wildflowers: a de Rodyn shouldn't perceive the Well in so frivolous a way. He pushed the ring back onto his finger and sighed.

"Is something wrong, Your Highness?" As though nothing had changed, Oliver was waiting with the usual dressing gown folded on one arm and the usual tray set up on the tisane trolley. As though nothing had changed, he executed the usual servant bow of suitable style and depth.

Will pushed the bedcovers away. "Nothing that wouldn't be improved with a fast horse in any direction away from the palace."

A warm gown, a hot tisane, the hairbrush over and over down his back: was it childish to be soothed by the routines of the everyday? Will didn't know, and the lack made him irritable again.

"It's an important occasion for you, Your Highness. My best wishes on the day. I hope you've something enjoyable planned."

"Not now, Oliver. I'm not in the mood."

Oliver moved from brushing to plaiting. "My apologies, sir. I'm sure you have serious matters to consider."

"What's happened to John? He was supposed to have a schedule ready. Learned Ethan told me it was to be expected every morning as part of dressing now I've reached my majority."

"Lord John has been summoned by the high steward, sir."

"Does the high steward take precedence over my concerns?"

"His Majesty requested..."

"Of course he did." Will stood up and brushed a hand across the day's garments. "Who is responsible for the ridiculous choice of outfit?"

"His lordship suggested we take His Majesty's preferences into account, sir, given your appointment."

"Father wants to see me today? Blast not having my schedule."

"I imagine His Majesty wishes to offer congratulations, sir." Oliver slipped Will's dressing gown away. "Your night attire, sir."

Will offered his wrist ties to be loosened. "'Congratulations'? If you believe that, Oliver, of the two of us you have the superior imagination."

"If you say so, sir. Trousers, sir?" Dressing was so tedious. "Will it be breakfast first, sir?"

Will grabbed his sword and scabbard. "No. I'll get some practice in whilst we wait for John to reappear."

Oliver stood before Will and straightened the uncomfortable collar. "I don't think Lord John scheduled swordplay this morning, sir, given the special occasion."

"Well, as we don't know what Lord John scheduled, swordplay must suffice. Maybe by the time I finish, he'll be back at his actual work, and we'll all learn what I'm supposed to be doing."



*


The Well followed Will to the practice grounds. He could see the Tower above the barracks, across the garden. He could feel the Power on his skin and the pulse inside his chest, reaching and energising, which was helpful given the circumstances. He could touch the wildflowers in the field: though he didn't, not whilst his sword was raised, ready and moving. He lunged, and his sword caught the assailant in the abdomen, landed against leather and stopped. Too late, he noticed the blade point under the left side of his jaw. The clapping was enthusiastic though Will didn't know who it was for.

He grinned and stepped back. "Well fought, sword-master."

"You almost had me, Your Highness."

Will lowered his sword. "I doubt that."

The sword-master looked ready still: feet well-spaced; balance sure; tight arms; steady, raised weapon. But the deep breaths were telling, as was the concentration in the tight eyes. There was a glint in those eyes: amusement or admiration. Will wasn't sure.

"I wore you down at least. I might have taken you with me had I died."

"You might, sir. But you'd still be dead."

"I've not seen that move before."

"Ricken's Offensive Defence, sir. It's advanced work. Not a dozen men in the Kingdom know it anymore."

Will lifted his sword. He was panting too, though not much. "Show me again."

The sword-master glanced towards the fence.

Will followed the look to where John was holding up a towel in one hand and a flask in the other. He lowered his weapon. "Tomorrow, then."

The sword-master bowed. "With pleasure, sir. Enjoy the rest of your birthday."

Will helped himself to the towel, wiping the perspiration from his neck as he walked away from the practice grounds. "What happened to you?"

"I apologise, Your Highness. I was summoned by His Majesty's high steward."

"Hours ago," Will muttered. "Water."

"Here." John handed over the flask.

Will drank then gave it back.

John offered a folded, wax-sealed paper, which Will pushed away.

"All correspondence is to be left on my desk in the study. Did you not understand my orders?"

"It's from the king."

"I made it very clear..."

"You'll have to deal with it sometime, Will. We both know what it's going to say."

Will grabbed the paper and tore open the seal. It wasn't a long letter. "A written apology! He wants a written apology. An escort equal to the entire de Rodyn Family protection detail was in that antechamber. Sixteen kingsguard. And Lady Constance and I were full paces from each other. 'Taste new pleasures.' How dare he suggest..." He tossed the page aside.

John leaned over and picked it up. "I shouldn't worry about it. Arguments which occur after midnight are almost always irrational. With the greatest respect to His Majesty, in my opinion you should both have gone to bed and left the servants to clean the ballroom."

"It's Father who has slighted Lady Constance's honour, not me. He's the one who should apologise. Instead, he's ordered you whipped!"

"There's a surprise." John didn't sound surprised.

"My first duty as Lord Commander of the Kingsguard and Army is to order my own captain to whip my own First Circle attendant. It's insufferable. I'm being treated like a twelve year old."

"If it is all the same to you, I'd prefer you leave me out of your eccentric desire not to be treated like a twelve year old. If the captain of the kingsguard realises I'm twenty-two, he may start to put more force behind his canes."

Will took several slow breaths. "I realise yours can be an unfortunate duty."

"There are worse things. My father's arm had a lot more bite. Of course, he settled for five, and His Majesty always requests ten. He has requested ten this time, hasn't he?"

"One of Father's few consistencies."

"Well, best get it over with." John turned towards the barracks.

"I haven't had breakfast."

John turned back. "I apologise, Your Highness."

"No. You're right. No doubt Father's had Captain Lord Josias waiting for us since daybreak. I've lost my appetite."









A Memory


"'Half a millennium and more has done nothing to dull this staggeringly comprehensive…'" Will closed An Introduction to the Talents and Their Uses and leaned back into the corner of the carriage. "Why 'staggeringly comprehensive', Learned Ethan? What right does the de Rodyn Family have to rule at all? Talents are little more than tricks for entertainment. Father uses his for nothing beyond speechmaking."

"Someone raised the Shield at the end of the Second Border War, Your Highness."

"Well it can't have been Father. He's not shy about having his achievements in the history books. No doubt the de Rodyn Family could have been overthrown a dozen times, irrespective of the Twin Talents, had it not been for fair judgement and good governance. How dare the author accuse my ancestors of incompetence!" Will fanned himself with some loose sheets which had been stuffed into the back of the book. He'd been hot in the stadium sun, and the closed carriage wasn't helping.

"Of course it was His Majesty." Learned Ethan shut Archives of the Southern Border Wars, Volume Four. "This attempt at distraction fools me not one whit, sir. An excursion to the slave markets? Wanting to witness the auctions? Naturally I take responsibility for not having anticipated and thwarted the escapade before you left the palace grounds, but..." The learned's upper lip started quivering again. It had been quivering when Will had first noticed him across the arena and had continued to quiver as the kingsguard had surrounded the group and escorted them to the carriage, as they'd sat inside and as they'd travelled back up through the streets of the city. That quiver always spelled the Well's worth of trouble. "I cannot imagine what you were thinking. I should be lucky if His Majesty does not take the very clothes off my back."

"You're clothed in palace livery, so the outfit belongs to Father in any case. If he took it from your back, he'd be confiscating it from himself. Stop catastrophising."

"Your Highness will review the palace dictionary and the palace style guide. I doubt the word 'catastrophising' features in either."

Will tugged the curtain away from the window. There were so many kingsguard around the carriage that he could barely see the basa-stone wall of the King's Dungeon beyond them all.

"In His Majesty's place, I'd certainly hold you responsible, Ethan." John lifted his hands and mimed one holding a book, the other turning a page. Then he pushed mimed spectacles up his nose. "'One must experience it personally, Your Highness, to fully understand how the Covenant writers managed such an efficient blending of the requirements of the penal system with those of the economy.'"

It was such an accurate imitation of the lesson that Will laughed.

"Lord John, you have four years seniority in age. I would thank you to set His Highness a better example. Your Highness, please." Learned Ethan leaned across Will and tried to re-cover the window with the drape. "Some decorum."

Will pushed the learned's hand away. "It's the Palace Precinct, Learned Ethan. The risk of being ogled by a commoner passed four walls ago." He leaned against the glass, bending his neck back, trying to find the top of the wall. "Did the rulers of old really display the heads of their enemies on those spikes?"

"Not since the Fathers banned the legal forfeiture of life in the very first draft of the Covenant, sir, twelve hundred years ago. As you know, having claimed both Powers, your ancestors united the Kingdom of Rodyn and commissioned the document. Preservation of even the most hardened criminals until natural passing is addressed, by the good judgement of the Fathers, in Matter 6: Maintenance of Good Order and Punitive Measures, parts 51 to 60. Given your obvious interest in the topic, no doubt you wish to commit the relevant passages to memory. I'll expect a full recitation in our lesson tomorrow morning."

Learned Ethan wasn't usually this distracted. Will stifled another laugh at having been allocated a task he could have completed with ease years ago. He could see the words in his mind. He could trace a finger under the ink as it meandered in a scribe's penmanship across the tower wall. He could feel the difference in his own perceptions, having now witnessed something of its purpose. He could taste the Powers his ancestors had used to bring the Covenant about: Life and Earth, Tree and Crystal, growth and strength. He almost hummed but caught Learned Ethan's eye and thought the better of it.

"Father's made purchases today, for all his disapproval. They're raising the gate this minute for the black carriage. How many gates are there again?"

"Four, sir. One either edge of the dungeon's outer fortress wall then... No. I will not be drawn on this. Undoubtedly you discovered far more details of the penal system than are suitable on today's ill-conceived outing. His Majesty would not consider it a fit topic."

"His Majesty considers nothing beyond the palace gate a fit topic. I'm almost of age to rule yet I've been restricted to the First Circle and the summer estates. I wish to see the real Kingdom, and Father offers four kingsguard and the Palace Precinct wall to hide me away from everything."

"A year and some short of your majority is not 'almost of age to rule', sir. His Majesty had five decades of wisdom and experience before he inherited the throne."

"You wish more access to the 'real Kingdom', William?" Up to this point, Jocelyn had been so quiet, Will had almost forgotten she was beside him. And now she sounded vexed. "More views of the abhorrent manner in which the Kingdom treats its slaves and citizens? Did you not find today's revelations at the slave markets sufficiently sickening?"

Will dropped his book on the seat between them. "Retribution for the crime, protection for society, rehabilitation. As Lord Ambrose has explained many times: criminals must be punished."

"Did you not see..."

"I saw miscreants deserving the hand of justice. Those of us who are lawmakers cannot allow leniency."

"Leniency? You had an old woman punished for offering me water."

"Putrid water. From a cup that had been shared around half the market. And she wasn't just an old woman; she was a convict. Had been. You can't deny she wore bands at both wrists. How dare she approach you?"

"What sentence did the Fathers impose for the terrible crime of offering water to a lady faint with sun, Your Highness. What just punishment did you order?"

"By your request, and in spite of the insult to our Family, the kingsguard were not summoned. I left the matter to be managed by the slave-master. And I would thank you not to contradict me again in a public place."

"Managed? In what manner must generosity be managed?"

Learned Ethan shut his text even harder this time. The thwack echoed off the roof. "Your Highnesses, this is hardly suitable."

Will took advantage of the learned's anger and turned away before Jocelyn pressed further. As he shifted closer to the window, John moved into the space between him and Jocelyn, lifted a handkerchief to her face, and brushed away the tear under one eye.

"Your Highness, don't distress yourself with remembering awful things."

"Lord John, may I respectfully remind you of your place." Learned Ethan's upper lip looked set to have a seizure. "Bad enough that the princess is unchaperoned by your negligence. No doubt Lady Marianna had the good judgement to decline involvement…"

"Jocelyn has permitted Lady Marianna to visit her Family this fortnight."

"So she has, Your Highness. Which is exceedingly generous of Her Highness. And is also no reason for Lord John to take it upon himself... And look what damage you've done to His Highness's book, my lord." Ethan glared at the rapidly vacated space. "You'll be lucky if the high steward doesn't reclaim the value of those pages from your allowance."

John was watching Jocelyn from the opposite seat. Will tried to catch her eye, but she turned away. As she fingered the closed curtain on her side of the carriage, she blinked. Jocelyn was angry at him. John thought him a fool. Learned Ethan was in the process of constructing a detailed account of his failings to pass on to the king. And His Majesty... Looking at Jocelyn, Will could almost see the matter from his father's point of view. She had tears in her eyes, a convict's blood on her skirt, and a wide stain of dirty water splashed across her bodice. Her face carried evidence of sun exposure that would be visible in company for weeks. And she was sitting in a carriage alone but for three men, two of whom were scandalously unsuitable. The handkerchief in her hand, which should have been supplied by her lady in waiting, belonged not only to a lord, but to one born lower than the Ten Families.

At the thought of His Majesty learning the details, Will tasted bile. Under his charge, a lady, a scion of the de Rodyn Family, had left the palace with no servants and no female attendant. She had visited the annual slave market and had seen fit to take up a filthy bucket and follow emancipated madwomen up and down row after hot, stinking row, serving water to chained, convicted criminals. Will couldn't imagine a proper way of explaining any of it.
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Will flung open the door and stepped into John's room. "I thought you were joining me for luncheon. Have you even written Father's ridiculous letter?"

John was face-down on his bed with his trousers around his knees and the king's physician dabbing cream on the welts. Doctor Jared stopped his ministrations, holding sticky fingers behind him as he bowed. In breach of every protocol in the palace, John stayed where he was. "I passed the letter-writing task to Learned Ethan. It's awaiting your signature on your desk. Alongside your schedule."

"No need to get up on my account, Lord John. I'm only the crown prince."

"I appreciate your consideration, Your Highness."

Will got the impression he was being mocked. In hindsight, he supposed having John on his feet with his trousers around his ankles would make them both look ridiculous. "You summoned the physician?"

"Oliver summoned the physician. I am a mere victim of your valet's extreme attention to detail."

"Why was I not informed?"

"He was hardly going to interrupt your session with the masseuse just because he noticed the captain of the kingsguard had been heavy-handed with his cane this morning." It wasn't like John to be irritable. He must really be poorly.

Will slumped down into the nearest chair. "The captain had no business taking his bad mood out on you."

"It's nothing to concern yourself with. I'm well accustomed to other people taking their bad moods out on me."

The room held its breath on an awkward pause.

Will realised he was flicking a thread loose in the chair upholstery and stopped. "It's time Father realised that I'm an adult with my own responsibilities."

"At the time of the argument, the smoke was still visible from your majority fireworks, Your Highness Crown Prince William na Vress de Rodyn, newly adult Lord of the Vress Estates, newly adult Councillor to the King, newly appointed Lord Commander of the Kingsguard and Army, and..." John put some drama into his inhalation. "... newly confirmed Heir to the Throne. You were eighteen by barely two hours. His Majesty may require a little longer to adjust to the complexities of your new status. I've no doubt I'll be blundering around the implications until you're thirty-five at least."

"Don't be ridiculous."

"Put it behind you, Will. I assure you it's well and truly behind me. Ow. Doctor Jared, what in the Kingdom?"

"My lord, if you would be still..."

Will found himself a glass and the carafe, cursing John's inability to carry out even the most basic task. He took a long swallow of wine. "What was wrong with him anyway?"

"His Majesty?"

"The captain."

"A kingsguard was convicted in the King's Court yesterday for dereliction of duty. Lord Ambrose sentenced him to five lashes for leaving his post at the northern guards' gate. Since everyone's been occupied with managing your reception, the guilty man spent the night in the King's Dungeon awaiting his punishment. Serves him right for being such a dolt. Anyway, the gate issue has left the captain with a hole in his security the size of the palace grounds. On top of which, he had to stay awake all night supervising your party and spend the hour after dawn at the dungeon giving his own man a whipping. Circumstances to try the patience of even Captain Lord Josias de Courtenay."

"How in the Kingdom do you know all this?"

"Because I am impressively diligent for the convenience of Your Highness. Also, the captain sent me word he was ordering additional kingsguard to your quarters, given the breach. Ow, Doctor Jared. You're supposed to be stopping the sting not making it worse."

"Apologies, my lord. But, as I said, if you'd stop moving."

"Grrr."

"Eight kingsguard hovering around my every move. It's absurd. I'm a better swordsman than most of them."

"Finished, my lord. Don't cover it with anything until the sting's gone out of it."

"But that'll take until this evening. I have a task list today to rival the length of the Covenant."

"You'll rest for the next two days, and that's the end of it. I'll mix you a draught before I leave. And I'll instruct the steward of the Family to remove you from the duty list and appoint a servant to your personal care."

John started to sit up then groaned and sprawled back out on the bed. "The crown prince's First Circle attendant keeps no valet, Doctor Jared. I look after myself as you well know. It's a tradition that dates back twelve centuries."

"You'll have a nurse, then, by my orders."

John groaned again. "I'm not an invalid."

"Any further objections, and I'll make sure the nurse is allocated a servant. And give orders that you stay in bed for the duration. If you're feeling better tomorrow, you can spend the day on the chaise in a dressing gown. I'll have some books sent from the library. No trousers, and no running about after His Highness until I've seen you the following morning."

"A day naked in bed with a nurse and her servant sounds delightful, but I can't do any of what you say. I've to accompany His Highness to his appointment with His Majesty for his majority day presentation."

Will almost choked. "John, why didn't you tell me?" He jumped up. "Father's appointments will have already started. We'll be late."

"Your schedule is on your desk. Alongside all that correspondence I'm not supposed to give you anymore. If you'd checked your study before you went..."

"So it's my fault."

"No, Your Highness. Of course not. I apologise."

Will stepped towards the door. He turned when he realised John hadn't followed. "Why are you still lying there? Come on."

The doctor stopped wiping his hands and bowed again. "Your Highness, Lord John is by no means well enough to assist you today. Might I suggest your valet accompany you instead."

"Don't be ridiculous. Oliver is a commoner house servant. Lord John is a firstborn son of the de Rutland Family, whose lineage traces back to the formation of the Well."

"Your attendant is going nowhere, sir. I have known you long enough to be sure that you are not so harsh as to expect a courtier to work when he's unwell."

Will was about to object, but John was looking pained, pale and a little pathetic, lying on his stomach with paste all over his buttocks.

"Stay here then, John. There's not much point in having Father's anger directed at you too."

John lifted himself onto one elbow and reached for the bell-pull. "I'll have Learned Ethan summoned to accompany you. He assisted you with preparing the presentation, so he'll know his way around it."

"Learned Ethan is a tutor."

"Yesterday he was a tutor. Adults don't have tutors. They have advisors and administrative staff. Appoint him as your secretary, toss all those maps and so forth into his arms, and let him trail along behind you. His Majesty does the same with his own secretaries on a regular basis. All perfectly respectable. Learned Ethan would probably appreciate the job security. And, Will..."

Will stopped part way through his turn towards the door. "I suppose there's some other crucial matter I've forgotten."

"You? No. It was me. With all that's gone on, I haven't wished you a happy birthday."



*


"As you know, Your Highness, His Majesty's appointment calendar is heavily booked."

The lord chancellor's bow was what the Master of Conversation and Etiquette would have called Flawless, Your Highness, for a courtier, but obsequious for a member of the de Rodyn Family. But the lord chancellor stood between Will and the door into the king's private audience room, and Will's rank wasn't helping.

Will glanced at the wall clock. "I'm barely late. There are thirteen minutes more in my allotted time."

"Yes, sir. Unfortunately, His Majesty found it necessary to move on to his next appointment. The ambassador was here ahead of time, and by the dictates of protocol..."

"I'm his son... Never mind. I'll wait until the ambassador's had his fifteen minutes."

"His Majesty has advised that he will be accepting petitions in the throne room immediately he finishes."

"Fine. I'll go."

A glint formed in the lord chancellor's eyes. "Your Highness may of course make a petition in the throne room, alongside any other adult of the First Circle." He spoke the word adult as though it had been underlined.

"I may... Of course I may. The petitions are received in order of rank, are they not, Lord Leonord?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well that's one helpful thing on an otherwise disastrous day."

"Yes, sir, and may I say, many happy returns, sir."

"I suppose you may. Though so far none of those returns have helped. Learned Ethan, come. It seems we've to prepare a public petition in the time it takes to walk the long way around to the throne room."

Will had never officially entered the throne room, curse the king for keeping him away from anything vaguely adult. He'd stood at the mirrored doors though, year on year, marking his own growth outside the hours any courtier might notice. He watched with consideration this time, swore once, and realised it was far to late to change clothes. Not that the outfit would have been enough. He'd always carry his mother's legacy: a tall, slender figure; golden hair; blue eyes; and a finely boned face. His Majesty had a broad figure, dark hair and eyes, a square face, and a wardrobe more than fit for the throne room. As Will followed his kingsguard past the courtiers, the king looked unimpressed, upright, and obviously de Rodyn. The whisper of Power crossing the room between them was the only thing that made Will certain of his parentage.

"This is the throne room, William. Why have you not paid me the courtesy of dressing appropriately?"

The appropriate clothes had gone wherever Oliver had taken them, covered in the sweat of swordplay. Will looked down at his afternoon attire and frowned. Blast the high steward for delaying John, and the king for ordering the high steward, and John for not being well enough to reorder arrangements. "I apologise for my lack of preparedness, Your Majesty. I had anticipated a private meeting."

"Which you missed due to tardiness."

"Again, I apologise."

"What do you want?"

It was already going wrong. Will could feel the disaster closing in on him. He could feel the king's anger. He could feel the collective interest of courtiers who were concentrating on remembering every gossipy detail of what was already turning into another de Rodyn Family scandal. As he bowed, his brain made its way across the king's question and crowded itself with unsuitable, dangerous answers. That bow had been hundreds of lessons in the making; it was what the Master of Conversation and Etiquette would have called Impeccable, Your Highness.

The courtiers murmured their approval.

His Majesty scowled.

Will waited until the susurrations fell silent. He waited until the scowl settled back into the king's usual expression of paternal disapproval. He waited until Learned Ethan had handed each document to the first of a bevy of secretaries at the king's pleasure.

"Your Majesty, I have a proposal."

Watch the king.

Listen to the room.

Count breaths: one, two.

"In his report to the annual summit between the Council of Ten and the Council of Guilds, His Eminence the High Inquisitor reminded us that his is the only office which has workers constantly traversing the Kingdom. In the space of every year, they visit each major centre, thereby acquiring first-hand knowledge of current matters. Such knowledge, which crosses both geography and class, drives future decisions of the guild. Which begs the question, why do others not also make the trips? Sending officers to punish wrong-doers is both necessary and insufficient. It is self-evident that we of the ruling Circles should be visiting the results of our decision making, observing the outcomes, and encouraging our subjects."

The king was tapping one finger against an armrest. Tap. Tap tap. The courtiers' voices weren't loud enough to be meaningful.

Will counted two more breaths.

"It is my responsibility to better understand the country which I will one day lead. As I have come into my majority, I propose to undertake a tour of the Kingdom. My primary goals would be diplomatic outreach to the community and personal education, with the intention of improving future lawmaking in both cases. I have made a study of the travel times, and at my request, Learned Ethan has drawn up a detailed proposal and an itinerary." He gestured, and Learned Ethan pointed out the right document to the right secretary. The papers rustled as they passed through all the sets of hands which currently stood between Will and the king. It would have been so much simpler to have pushed them across his father's desk. "I believe I can reach all the major centres over a period of one year."

The king brushed the papers away. "I request that you take up your adult duties, and instead, you propose to take a holiday?"

"No, Your Majesty. If you view my itinerary, you will see that I intend to visit and liaise with the leaders of each of the main provinces as well as areas of particular economic or political interest. At present my face is known only to the First Circle, even here in the capital. It would improve relations with the people for them to know their prince."

"Your duties are in the capital, in the council chamber."

"With respect, Your Majesty, my duties are throughout the Kingdom."

The room froze.

"Are you questioning my judgement?"

"Only if the king takes no interest in happenings beyond the palace precinct." Will could feel his father's Power on the Paths: the Twin Talents pressing against his own field of wildflowers. He could smell traces of gunpowder, lingering from midnight. He could touch the dreams which had pulsed through his brain all night: fireworks, fields, arguments and wildflowers. Awake, he was confused and frustrated, and he'd somehow managed to get himself deep into another argument.

Behind him, every courtier had frozen.

The king stood up. "I will have some privacy with my son."

Will stormed after his father. The door behind him shut too quietly for the mood he was in. The servants bowed too well. The kingsguard were too efficient as they took up places along the walls. The king was glaring. "Father, it's not..."

"How dare you undermine me?"

"I did not..."

"In public! In the throne room!"

"I requested a private audience. Apparently you could not find your own son five minutes of your day."

"You were late."

"By two minutes. Which I would not have been had I not been delayed by the need to supervise the care of my First Circle attendant, who was injured by your orders."

"The outcome of your own abysmal behaviour. Take some responsibility."

"Respons... I've spent weeks researching for this tour."

"There will be no tour. You have duties in the palace. I expect you to be punctual."

"But some visits to import…"

"Enough! You have embarrassed your Family from here to the slave markets already. Your cousin is still distressed, courtesy of your foolishness."

"You're referring to something that happened more than a year ago, Father. And I apologised to Jocelyn..."

"You did nothing sufficient! You still do nothing. Stop badgering me with this incessant, ignorant... You will take not one further step beyond the palace precinct. I will hear no more of this travelling the countryside like a common trader."

"How can I lead a country about which I know nothing? One must experience it personally."

"One must not. I have already explained this. Tirelessly. Central to leadership are the laws of hierarchy and the skills of delegation. One's vessel is the upper nobility. There is no cause to entertain anyone from outside the First Circle except for servants who attend to your needs. The proposition is preposterous."

"I disagree. One cannot assess the effectiveness of one's decisions if the results are never viewed."

"Is this all you have to offer? Eighteen years of the best available education, and you still cannot understand how to lead. Still! You are my greatest disappointment."

Will stared into the awkward silence. When the creases on the king's face wavered, Will knew he didn't want to hear whatever was coming next. As the king inhaled, Will spoke first. "I don't want it. I don't want to be like you. I don't want you as my father. I renounce my name. I renounce my position." As he reached the door, he pulled the Heir's Ring from his finger and threw it to the floor. "You will not see me in the morning."
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