
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Circle of Dreams Trilogy

Linda McNabb


Copyright © Linda McNabb 2020

www.lindamcnabb.com

Linda McNabb asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without prior written permission from the author.

ISBN 9781524273538 (ebook)

ISBN 9781393261131 (paperback)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Runeweaver

Book 1 of Circle of Dreams


Linda McNabb


[image: ]




Copyright © Linda McNabb 2005

www.lindamcnabb.com

Linda McNabb asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without prior written permission from the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE

THE CALL OF THE BOOK
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“Zaine! You up yet?” A high, shrill voice pierced Zaine’s dreams and he opened one eye reluctantly.

He pushed a sharp piece of straw out of his face and rolled over with a sigh. The sun was just beginning to lighten the sky, and from the window at the far end of the barn he could see that daylight was only a matter of minutes away. He started to snuggle back into the straw – just a few more minutes wouldn’t make any difference – then he remembered what day it was.

Sitting bolt upright and grinning broadly, Zaine ran through the chores he would have to do before he could leave the farm for the day. He only had two days off every cycle of the moon, and today was one of them.

“I’ll be right there, Aunt Tilly,” Zaine called out, as he hurried over to the rope that hung from the open end of the hayloft where he slept.

He slid down easily, and many years of practice meant he did not miss the ladder that Aunt Tilly’s son broke on purpose a few months ago. He knew from an early age that something wasn’t normal about his family. No other families made the smallest boy sleep in the hayloft from when he was only a few years old. Other kids got hugs and gifts on their birthdays, but all Zaine ever got were sneers and extra chores. Older boys weren’t allowed to pick on their younger siblings in other homes, but at the Taitem farm bullying went unnoticed.

The hayloft had seemed a long way up, and scary, when he was just five, but almost eight years later he wouldn’t sleep anywhere else. He dropped silently to the ground and was running almost before his feet touched the warm, hard-packed earth. There was a light coming from the small kitchen window and he could see the tall figure of his aunt walking back and forth. He stopped at the well, drew a full bucket of water and skilfully carried it to the farmhouse without spilling a drop.

‘‘You took your time,’’ Aunt Tilly snapped, as she grabbed the bucket and poured the water into the waiting pot over the simmering fire.

“Morning Aunt Tilly.” Zaine greeted her with a grin, ignoring her scowl. 

Two people could not have looked more different, and anyone could see in an instant that they were not aunt and nephew. Aunt Tilly, a tall, thin woman, was dark-skinned. A black so deep that it was difficult to see where her skin stopped and her tough, wiry black hair began. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun at the base of her neck and small metal-rimmed glasses perched halfway up her long, slim nose.

Zaine, however, was pale-skinned, almost the colour of the wheat that blew gently in the fields that he tended. His hair was white, when it was clean, and his eyes sparkled, a soft blue. He had tried to rub his skin with coal when he was little so that he would look like the rest of his family, but all it got him was a dunking in the creek in the middle of winter.

“Your uncle needs you up in the back hills today. There’s stock up there he wants to take to market tomorrow.” Aunt Tilly began stoking the fire, the red embers reflecting dully on her shiny black face.

“It’s my day off today,” Zaine replied carefully, making sure he kept any hint of demanding out of his voice. He desperately needed to get away from the farm for the day, and if he upset his aunt there would be no chance.

“Pretor said nothing to me.” Aunt Tilly turned to face him, looking at him hard to see if he was trying to get out of the hard work of chasing stray sheep. “Pretor!”

Her voice carried through the house easily. It could probably pierce an ear-drum if you stood too close. A minute later Zaine’s Uncle Pretor came hurrying into the kitchen.

“Yes, dear. What’s the problem?” Pretor hovered at the far end of the kitchen, eyeing his wife warily, like a dog expecting to be beaten. He was almost as dark-skinned as Tilly, but his hair was turning grey at the temples and it stood out like candles on a dark night.

“Zaine thinks it’s his day off. Tell him you need him to round up the sheep,” Tilly ordered her husband firmly. “We’ve got to make up what we lost in the sales at market last week.”

“I did say he could have today off.” Pretor cast an apologetic look at his wife.

“We must get the sheep to market by tomorrow, though. We need the money. He will have to stay and help!” Tilly retorted angrily, waving the poker from the fire in a furious shaking motion.

“He has worked hard these last two moon quarters.” Pretor’s voice was fading and wavering, and Zaine felt his day off slipping away.

“He still owes us a jar of silver, and if I say he will work today then he will work!” Tilly was glowering at her husband, her black irises standing out clearly against the brilliant whites of her eyes.

Zaine’s shoulders sagged. Pretor hardly ever won an argument when she brought up the coins Zaine owed. Many years ago he had found out why he looked so different and learned why he owed them so much money. He had heard a speech many times since then.

“You know that when his mother dumped him here as a small baby, she said she’d come back in a few years,” Aunt Tilly reminded her husband bluntly. “The money she gave us wasn’t nearly enough to cover this many years of looking after him. By my reckoning he still owes us at least a full jar of silver coins.”

Zaine wondered why the jar he owed never seemed to get any less. At this rate it would take him most of his life to pay it all back.

“It’s not his fault the sheep aren’t fetching what they were before the king died. If we wait until the new king or queen is crowned, the sheep will be worth more. What with all this uncertainty about who will be crowned, it is hard to know which coins will be worth anything in a few moon cycles.”

It was the longest speech that Zaine had ever heard from his uncle, and for once his wife actually listened to him and didn’t snap back immediately. She pressed her lips together, covering her broken and yellowed teeth, staring intently at her husband as she weighed up what he had said.

“We should wait until the crown has been decided. The sheep will fetch more then,” she concluded bluntly and firmly, as if she had just come up with the idea herself.

“Then there’s really no need for Zaine to be here today,” Pretor said as he nodded in agreement with his wife, and he made a shooing motion at Zaine, urging him to leave while he could. Zaine shot a quick look at his aunt and, seeing that she wasn’t going to stop him, he walked quickly to the door and slipped out into the still half-light of early dawn.

There hadn’t been time to grab any breakfast, but Zaine plucked berries off bushes as he passed them, and by the time he had jogged into the town he wasn’t hungry any more. He crossed the empty streets quickly, as the town wasn’t where he wanted to be but it was the most direct route to get there. He stepped up his pace a little as the first rays of light warmed his face. Davyn would be leaving soon and he didn’t want the herbmaster to leave without him.

He left the cobbled streets, with their narrow, tall houses that hugged the dark alleyways, and headed out into the forest that lay to the north. A small, well-worn track wove its way into the forest. It was used by the townspeople only once every month, the morning after a full moon, and that was only two days from now. Then they would all gather up their sick children, chickens that had stopped laying and anything else that needed attention and head out to see the herbmaster, Davyn.

“I thought you weren’t coming,” Davyn said, as he stepped into the path just ahead of Zaine. “I was going to wait by the weather tree until it was fully light.”

Davyn pointed up ahead to the huge old tree that grew up ahead and forced the path to go around the base of its massive trunk. It wasn’t called the weather tree for no reason, either, as the townspeople marked the seasons by when it lost its leaves and when they grew back. Right now the leaves were beginning to turn brown, which was a sure sign that summer was almost over.

“I had a bit of trouble getting away,” Zaine commented, and took the canvas bag that the herbmaster held out for him. They walked quickly along the path in silence for a short while. Zaine had often wondered how old the herbmaster was. He looked old, his hair and short-cropped beard were white, and his face was shadowed by deep lines and sunken eyes, but his step through the forest was that of a young man, agile and never tiring.

Zaine had made friends with the old herbmaster when he was just a small boy. Perhaps it was because the old man was a loner like him or because they both liked to wander the forests. Every day he had off, Zaine headed up to spend time with Davyn, sometimes just sitting and watching him mix his herbs, and other times, like today, gathering the ingredients of the potions Davyn mixed. Sometimes the herbmaster went away for weeks at a time and Zaine assumed he was off gathering some of the more unusual herbs which did not grow well around here.

“I need to head up towards Widow’s Peak today. I’ve just about run out of a root that grows up near the top,” Davyn said as he kept pace easily with the young boy.

“I could get the others down here. I know what you need. I’ll get a full bag and meet you back at your cottage,” Zaine offered, a little too quickly, as he couldn’t believe his luck. The old herbmaster would be gone for hours. Zaine would be alone in the cottage.

“That would be good, Zaine. If you could sort them while you wait it would be a great help.” The herbmaster seemed pleased with the plan, and Zaine felt a pang of guilt at tricking the old man, but it was for a good cause.

They parted ways half an hour later and Zaine waited until he was sure that Davyn was well gone before he began frantically gathering roots, leaves, bark and berries.

Zaine was breathing hard by the time he came in sight of the small cottage an hour later. The canvas bag thumped rhythmically against his hip, filled almost to the top with the fresh herbs, roots and leaves he had just gathered. He stopped and leaned against a tall tree as he caught his breath before looking up to check the position of the sun. It was still early and Davyn would not be back until midday at least. That gave him almost three hours alone in the cottage. 

He allowed himself a small smile as he slipped the bag from his shoulder and pushed open the unlocked door to Davyn’s cottage. There was no need for the door to be locked, as nobody in the town dared to go inside the herbmaster’s cottage, nobody except Zaine. He carefully placed the canvas bag by the door and hurried across the room in the dim gloom. There were only three small windows in the cottage and they were heavily veiled with black cloth. 

Zaine lit a row of candles along the back of the heavy wooden worktable, and cheerful yellow light filled the small, one-roomed cottage. It was sparsely furnished with just a bed, table, two chairs and the heavy worktable and shelf where Davyn practised his herbcraft. A small fire struggled to remain alight in the fireplace and Zaine threw some wood in to keep it going.

With a nervous glance at the door, he dropped to his knees and pushed his arm deep under the low shelf that ran just above the floor under the worktable. He pulled out a dark-green leather-bound book, which was no bigger than his two hands placed next to each other. He carefully blew off the dust that had gathered since he had last looked at the book. He knew it was wrong, he knew he shouldn’t even be looking at the book, but something drove him to seek it out whenever he could.

Davyn had gone to a lot of trouble to hide it and obviously didn’t want it to be seen. Zaine knew he should respect that, but he couldn’t help himself. He hadn’t been snooping when he had found it. A candle had rolled under the shelf and, fearing a fire that could burn down the cottage, Zaine had reached under to remove it. That was when he found the book, almost five years ago, and it still intrigued him.

“Let’s see how far I get today,” he muttered to himself, brushing his grubby hair out of his eyes, and setting the book carefully on the workbench. He rubbed his hands on his baggy, threadbare trousers to remove as much grime as he could, and then reached out to touch the leather front cover.

There were no words on the cover of the book, just a gold design imprinted on the green leather. Zaine remembered staring at it in confusion the first time he saw it, wondering why the cover would not open when he pulled on it. He knew the secret to opening the book now, and he quickly ran his finger along the golden line, keeping his pressure firm and unbroken.

The cover sprang open with a click and Zaine turned to the first page. There were shapes and designs scattered, seemingly at random, over it, and years ago Zaine had spent many days just staring at it, wondering what the drawings meant. Then, realising that some of them were words, he had professed an interest in learning to read and Davyn had willingly taught him.

Each design had a word beneath it, and he spoke the words quickly, without even having to read them, and traced each design at the same time. 

He had once tried to flick through the book to where he was up to, but the book would not allow that. He had to do each page in order before he could turn the page and, if he spoke a word or traced a design incorrectly, the book would not let him continue until he had done it properly.

After several pages there were no words, just designs, and he continued confidently. He had done these pages so many times over the past few years that he could have done them in his sleep if he had needed to.

Each time a new design appeared on a page, there was a word beneath it. Zaine had realised that the book was meant to teach the designs in a purely repetitious way that ensured the pupil would never, ever forget them – but why? Zaine guessed they had something to do with the herbmaster’s craft. 

Zaine knew what he wanted to do with his life, if he could ever get away from the farm. He wanted to be a herbmaster like Davyn. It was the only thing that let his mind accept the sneaking around he had to do to read the book. If he could learn enough of the designs, he could surprise the old man by being able to help him out with the dozens of townspeople who turned up on his doorstep the day after each full moon.

Zaine reached the page that had stumped him the last time he had been alone in the cottage. Nervously he glanced around to see if there was any sign of the herbmaster returning yet, but there was no sound other than those of the forest.

“Just one more time,” Zaine said out loud, determination and concentration changing his voice from that of a young boy not quite into his teens, into the deep tones of a confident youth.

He ran his hand over the designs, speaking the words clearly and slowly, but the page remained firmly stuck to the next one, and Zaine frowned. What was he doing wrong? He was concentrating so hard that he didn’t hear the door creaking open, and it wasn’t until it banged shut that he realised he was no longer alone. He slammed the book shut instinctively as he turned to face the herbmaster, with a look of guilt that said clearly he knew he had been doing something wrong.
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CHAPTER TWO

A POCKET FULL OF SILVER
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Zaine just stared at the old herbmaster as he heard the book fall to the floor next to him. Davyn stood a few steps inside the cottage and the bag he carried dropped from his shoulder. The herbmaster ignoring the precious ingredients he had gone so far to collect.

“I ... I ...” Zaine tried to find a way to explain that he hadn’t meant any harm but he couldn’t think of anything to say. It was then that he noticed the herbmaster didn’t look angry. Instead he looked shocked and more than a little worried. His normally fair skin had turned a sickly grey and his mouth had dropped open.

Davyn seemed to shake himself out of his shock and strode forward so quickly that Zaine took several steps backwards to the middle of the round cottage. But Davyn wasn’t heading for Zaine. Instead he bent down and picked up the book, turning it over. Zaine assumed he was checking for damage.

“A lit candle rolled under the table and I reached under to get the candle out ...” Zaine let his explanation fade away as the herbmaster tucked the book into an inside pocket of his lightweight brown cloak and then turned his attention on the boy.

“Did you try to open it?” Davyn demanded sharply, as anger seemed to have taken over from shock. Zaine had never heard the old man speak so harshly, and he took another involuntary step backwards.

“Yes, sir,” Zaine admitted and nodded his head briefly. “I just couldn’t help it. I had to see what was inside.”

The old herbmaster’s anger faded as quickly as it had flared and his shoulders slumped in defeat. He started to speak but no words came out, and he shut his mouth, turned away from Zaine, and started pacing back and forth across the stone floor.

He was muttering to himself, his head bent down, appearing to be having an argument with himself about what to do.

“I just wanted to help you with the potions and things. I wanted to be your apprentice ... if I could get free from the farm.” Zaine paused, as the herbmaster didn’t appear to be listening. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“Surprise me?” Davyn stopped pacing and stared at Zaine with wide panicked eyes. “You’ve certainly done that. This book has absolutely nothing to do with being a herbmaster. How many pages did you do?”

“A few,” Zaine lied. In truth he was well over halfway through the thick book, but he seemed to be in enough trouble already without admitting that.

“You must promise me that you will never, ever, touch this book again!” The herbmaster pulled the book out of his pocket and waved it in the air as he spoke, his eyes boring into Zaine and demanding his agreement.

“I ... Yes sir, if that’s what you want,” Zaine agreed, knowing that there was no other choice. Davyn was too good a friend to lose, and even if it meant he could never look at the book again Zaine had to agree.

“It is ... All may not be lost yet.” He looked hard at Zaine, as if trying to make sure the boy meant his promise. “I knew I should have buried it.”

“I won’t try to take it from under the shelf ever again,” Zaine promised sincerely. The herbmaster laughed. A snort that showed his disbelief.

“Oh, it won’t be under the shelf any more! I’ll be putting it where you’ll never find it. I know only too well about how hard this book is to resist. The call of it is enough to drive a rune— ... umm ... anyone to great lengths just to get hold of it. It probably pulled that candle under there to make sure you found it!”

Zaine didn’t really understand what Davyn was talking about, but he just nodded solemnly, sure that this was not the time to ask how a book could move a candle. 

“I think it’s time you went home,” Davyn said with a weary voice as he tucked the book into his cloak pocket again. He picked up his bag of roots and herbs, turned to the wooden worktable and spread the contents out across it.

Zaine walked quickly over to the door, keeping the herbmaster in sight the whole time, wishing he could turn back time and have never touched the book in the first place.

“Can I come back?” Zaine asked in a quiet voice that barely reached his own ears, but Davyn paused in his sorting of the roots.

“Of course you can,” he said softly, and he turned to face Zaine with tears in his eyes. “I’m not angry with you, I’m angry with myself for breaking a promise I made.”

Davyn looked at Zaine for a few seconds and then frowned as if he was confused.

“You don’t look tall enough to be twelve,” he commented. “Perhaps I’ve lost count over the years.”

“I was twelve at the beginning of last winter,” Zaine replied, unsure why the herbmaster had changed the subject.

“You’ll be thirteen in just a few moon cycles.” It was a statement, not a question, but Zaine nodded anyway. “Time has gone so quickly.”

Davyn seemed lost in his own thoughts and Zaine backed out the doorway, not knowing what to say, and shut the door gently. He walked slowly back towards the farm and spent the rest of the day sitting up in his hayloft. He wondered if things would be the same between himself and the old man ever again. Perhaps if he tried hard to make it up to the herbmaster they might be one day.

*

[image: ]


HIS NEXT DAY OFF WAS two moon quarters later and he walked through the forest towards the round cottage with a hesitant step. What if Davyn had changed his mind and no longer wanted him around?

“Zaine, I thought it must be about time you had a day off again. They work you far too hard over at that farm.” Davyn’s head popped around the door and he grinned at Zaine. “Got time to help me mix up some potions?”

“Sure!” Zaine agreed willingly. Davyn had never allowed him to mix any before, so he must have forgiven him.

*
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THE MOON WAXED AND waned and Zaine and Davyn slipped back into their old routines, the book never being mentioned by either one. Zaine tried not to think about it, but after a few visits he found himself looking carefully around the room to see where the book might be hidden. He told himself off – that book had almost lost him his friend – but still he looked. He told himself that, even if he figured out where it was, he wouldn’t touch it ... well, maybe just to hold it, but he wouldn’t open it.

*
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ZAINE KNEW IT WAS HIS birthday today. He always knew when it was, even though nobody else ever commented on it. If anything, Aunt Tilly was meaner to him on that day than on any other. There were no presents, no cake, not even a day off, and Zaine worked the fields until it was almost dark, just like he did every other day.

He was walking back along the boundary of the farm, checking the fences before he went in to fetch the water for cooking, and he was kicking a stone along as he walked.

“Happy birthday, Zaine.”

Zaine looked up, surprised to see the old herbmaster standing on the other side of the fence. The old man had never come up to the farm before, and Zaine wondered how he had known the exact day of his birthday.

“Thanks,” Zaine replied simply.

“I have to go away for a while. I’ll be leaving in a few days. Could you keep an eye on my cottage for me?” Davyn asked, even though his eyes said he was thinking about something else as they were glazed and distant.

“No problem,” Zaine answered, but he knew there was nothing that needed looking after as nobody ever went near the cottage.

Davyn nodded, his eyes coming back into focus, and he looked at Zaine with a serious and worried expression. He stared for so long that Zaine started to feel uncomfortable, then the old herbmaster turned away and walked off without another word. Zaine continued walking along the fence line and watched the old man until he was out of sight.

*
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON Zaine walked into town to get supplies for Aunt Tilly. Winter was just beginning, but it was already cold enough to make his breath come out in clouds of steam.

Zaine held a large wicker basket in one hand and a neatly written list in the other. Another benefit of being able to read was that he didn’t have to try to remember what his aunt wanted and risk a beating for forgetting something.

He was about to turn down a small alleyway to the tanner’s shop when one of the local children, a boy of three or four, ran past him. He had a great big, delighted grin on his face and he was holding a copper coin with both small hands. Zaine smiled, as he would have been just as delighted to have a coin when he was small – for that matter he still would. He never received any coins from the farmer or his wife and probably never would. A second child ran past, a young girl of about eight, and she too held a copper coin.

“I’m buying some of those boiled lollies!” she exclaimed. “Do you think he’d give us another copper if we went back and tried again?”

“Who gave you the copper?” Zaine called out.

The girl turned as she continued to run. “There’s a man by the inn who is giving out coppers for free,” she replied, and then she disappeared around the corner.

A man giving out coppers! Zaine turned back out of the alleyway and headed for the inn. If he got a copper he could buy some of the things he had longed for so many times. But why would anyone just give away coppers?

He broke into a run, just in case the man ran out of coins. He arrived outside the inn to find a whole line of children. He couldn’t see who was at the front of the line, but he joined on the back of it, willing to wait as long as he had to, hopeful that the girl had been telling the truth.

“A copper for everyone who tries – silver if you succeed!” A voice boomed out from up ahead of him. Zaine stretched to see who had spoken, but several of the larger teenagers in the town were near the front and blocked his view. The line moved quickly forward and everyone walking back past him was carrying a copper coin. Zaine began to believe he would actually get one.

He reached the front of the line and saw that a middle-aged man, well dressed and obviously not short of a few coins, had set up a small wooden table and chair to the side of the inn’s doors. A young man, who looked to be a few years older than Zaine, stood to the right of the man’s shoulder.

However, it wasn’t the man who drew Zaine’s attention, or even his young companion. Both seemed very ordinary, if richer than this town was used to seeing. Zaine stared at the black leather-bound book with a gold design on the cover lay on the table. Apart from the colour of the leather, and the fact that it looked to have fewer pages, the book looked exactly like the herbmaster’s book. 

“Trace the design, boy ... if you can open the book I’ll give you a silver coin,” the man said in a bored tone that showed he had repeated the same instructions many times. He didn’t even look up at Zaine as he spoke.

“You want me to open it?” Zaine asked, excitement making his voice squeak like a small child’s. He could barely restrain himself from snatching up the book and running off with it.

“That’s what I said,” the man replied with a sigh.

“And I won’t get in trouble?” Zaine asked suspiciously. His fingers itched with anticipation, but he held back, making sure it wasn’t some sort of a trick.

“Look, do you want a copper or not?” the man asked, briefly looking up at Zaine with an exasperated sigh. He looked as if he just wanted to give all his coins away and move on as quickly as he could.

Zaine stepped forward and drew the design with his finger, then pulled the cover open. It felt so good just to touch the book that he had already traced the next designs and started to turn the first page before the man’s hand fell on top of his. Zaine pulled his hand free and jumped back a step, realising that he had gone too far. The man had not said anything about turning the first page. Would he still get the silver coin?

“I’m sorry ...” Zaine said quickly, his eyes cast down at the ground.

Silence met his apology, and Zaine started to back away until he felt someone grab his sleeve and pull him back. He looked up and saw surprise, delight and amazement in the man’s eyes. The young man who stood beside him looked mildly surprised but had not moved.

“How did you do that?” the man demanded, pulling him so close that Zaine could smell the man’s ale-tainted breath.

“I ... I just did what you said,” Zaine stammered. He knew it had been a trick!

“Can you turn any more pages?” the man asked, letting go of Zaine’s sleeve and pushing the book closer towards him.

“I just want my silver coin,” Zaine said, finding it hard to drag his eyes from the book. He knew that he could turn almost one hundred of the pages, but did not want to tell the man. Just one page seemed to be more than enough to excite the man.

“I’ll give you another silver coin for every page you can turn,” the man offered softly, almost daring Zaine to try to turn another page. He pressed the first silver coin into Zaine’s palm and then sat back, watching Zaine with a curious and excited look.

“You will?” Zaine realised that a crowd was beginning to gather around them and everyone was staring at him. 

He closed his palm around the silver coin and felt his heart begin to beat faster. If he could get enough silver coins, he could pay back Aunt Tilly and leave the farm. He reached out a hand, but drew it back instantly. Davyn had been so upset at him touching the other book; perhaps he should not be doing this?

“Come on, lad. I’m sure you can do just one more page,” the man prompted him and grinned, several gold teeth sparkling in the weak sunlight. 

He slid another silver coin across the table and Zaine just stared at it. Surely it was just Davyn’s book he shouldn’t read. This man seemed quite happy for others to look at and turn the pages of his book. What harm could it do? He traced the designs quickly, muttering the words softly, and flicked the page over. 

“Any more?” the man queried hopefully, and slid another silver coin across the table.

Zaine grabbed the coin, and with a merest flick of his fingers he traced the designs and turned the page. He had turned three more before the man stopped him by holding his wrist so that he could not reach the pages. It took a great effort of willpower to stop himself from throwing the man’s hand aside so that he could turn more pages. He had missed the designs so much that he didn’t want to stop.

“You’ve seen a book like this before, haven’t you?” The man’s voice was soft but demanding, and he looked at Zaine with an intensity that frightened him.

“No,” Zaine lied. If the man knew he had been drawing the designs since he was almost eight he might not give him the rest of the coins.

“Really?” the man stood up and looked around at the crowd, looking at each face, especially the adults. “Who taught this boy?”

Zaine looked through a gap in the crowd and saw Davyn standing on the far side of the street, hovering near an alleyway. His jaw was slack with shock, just as it had been the day he had caught Zaine with the book. He stared at Zaine for several seconds, and then at the man next to him who was still examining the crowd. Davyn began shaking his head and Zaine could almost hear him saying, “No, no”. The old herbmaster backed away into the alleyway just seconds before the man’s gaze reached where he had been.

“I have to go,” Zaine said as he took the rest of the silver coins from the table, exactly one for each page, and began to back away. 

He half expected the man to try to stop him, but the man just smiled at Zaine. A lopsided smile that showed he was deep in thought.

“I’ll see you later,” the man said as he picked up his book, disappointing the rest of the line of children who had wanted a copper.

“I don’t think so,” Zaine replied, softly enough so that the man didn’t hear. “Not if I see you first.”

He hurried off to fill the list of supplies for his aunt, hoping that he hadn’t ruined his friendship with Davyn in his greed. He would drop the supplies back to his aunt and then go over to see the herbmaster. He had to explain that he had only been doing it for the money.

The sun was sinking low on the horizon by the time Zaine arrived back at the farm. If he hurried he would just make it to Davyn’s cottage and back before it got dark. He opened the kitchen door and almost ran in, dumping the basket on the table. He was about to tell his aunt that he was just going to go back for something he had forgotten when he realised that there were more people in the kitchen than there should be.

“Good to see you again ... Zaine.” The man from the inn and his companion were standing by the fire and he smiled at Zaine. It wasn’t a pleasant smile, even though his gold teeth were showing. It was a smile that said that the silver coins had not been free after all. He wanted payment, and what he wanted ... he got. For the second time, Zaine regretted ever touching a book with designs on the cover. He wondered if there was time to make a run for the door.
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CHAPTER THREE

EVERYTHING HAS A PRICE
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Zaine hadn’t really looked at the man very closely before. He had seemed rather ordinary at first glance, but now he was forced to look directly at him he could see that he was anything but ordinary. His hair was longer than was usual around here and the thin brown strands were tied back loosely. His clothes, while of the muted colours that the country folk favoured, were cut in a style that would be unsuitable for any manual work. There were rows of buttons that seemed to have no purpose except decoration, and his trousers were of such flimsy material that they would rip on the first fence he climbed.

“I was just telling your aunt how I have an opportunity for you that you simply cannot pass up.” The man waved his hands in Tilly’s direction as he spoke, and Zaine saw that those hands had never done a day’s hard labour, ever. He was definitely not an ordinary traveller. The young man behind him had not spoken at all and appeared quite content to just watch.

“Master Calard wants you to go and study up north, near the king’s castle,” Pretor informed him from where he stood well to the back of the room.

“Study? Study what? Which king?” Zaine asked bluntly, but Pretor just shrugged in answer. Zaine did not like this Master Calard at all and he didn’t trust him. “There hasn’t been one crowned yet.”

“But there will, my boy. There will, and soon. We leave at first light tomorrow,” Calard said in a tone that implied it had all been decided.

“Here now,” Tilly spoke up. “We’ve not said he can go. We need him on the farm. Take one of the other children from the town.”

For once Zaine could have gone over and hugged his aunt. Calard stared at her with a look of disbelief for several seconds before he spoke again.

“Surely you cannot deny the king’s wishes?” Calard said with surprise. “I speak for the king and I say the boy comes with us!”

“There is no king, yet,” Tilly argued back. “The boy owes us a whole jar of silver coins for his keep and he’s not going anywhere until he’s paid them back!”

Tilly took an empty jar from a shelf and held it out in front of Calard. Zaine didn’t even see the man’s hand move, but suddenly the jar was in the man’s hand instead of his aunt’s.

“You want a jar of silvers?” he asked, one eyebrow raised in question and disbelief, his voice raised slightly in volume. “Then can the boy come with me?”

“I ... I guess so,” Tilly replied with a frown. She had obviously not expected her demands to be taken seriously.

“Here.” Calard drew a pouch from his belt and tipped its contents into the jar. Silver pieces filled the jar halfway. He took another pouch from inside his heavily buttoned cloak and topped the rest of the jar up before handing it back to Tilly. “Is that enough?”

Tilly took the jar, her mouth shaped like an egg as she took out one of the coins. She looked at both sides of the silver coin and then bit it.

“Who is this?” she demanded, as she pointed to the picture of a young man stamped onto one side of the coin.

“The future king,” Calard replied bluntly. “Either you take that as payment for what the boy owes, or I take him anyway and you get nothing.”

“Then we will take the coins,” Tilly said, hugging the jar to her thin chest in case he tried to take it back.

“But Zaine may not wish to go,” Pretor said softly, and he turned to Zaine. “Do you want to go?”

Zaine stared from one face to the next as silence fell. He had wanted to leave the farm for years, but he didn’t want to leave with Calard. He wanted to go and be apprenticed to Davyn. The trouble was would Davyn still want him? The herbmaster had warned him about the book, but he hadn’t listened.

“The boy does not have a choice in the matter,” Calard snapped after several seconds. He started to walk across the room, the young man following him like a shadow. “It is the best thing that could have ever happened to him.”

Zaine stepped out of the way, moving over to where his uncle stood, not that the small farmer would be of much use if it came to brute force.

“We’ll be back first thing in the morning for him. Pack your things, boy.”

Calard and his shadow left the kitchen, not even shutting the door behind them, and silence fell again. Zaine couldn’t believe what had just happened. He felt like he had just been sold for a jar of silver coins. He looked over at his aunt who was still hugging the jar tightly. He knew she had never felt any love for him – but to sell him so easily like that? 

“You’d best pack your bags, Zaine.” Pretor put his hand on Zaine’s shoulder and patted it comfortingly. “There’s nothing I can do.”

Zaine walked slowly to the open door and looked out. There was no sign of Calard or his young companion, and he frowned. They must have walked very fast to have made it clear over the hill already. He looked around at the growing shadows to see if they were lurking somewhere nearby, but there was no sign of them.

He pulled himself up the rope to his hayloft and sat staring out into the gathering darkness moodily. Why had his life changed so suddenly? Greed, that was all there was to it. If he hadn’t been tempted by the coins, he would have heeded Davyn’s warnings and kept clear of that book.

Davyn. There wasn’t going to be time to go and see the old herbmaster in the morning, and he didn’t want to leave without at least trying to apologise to his friend. He moved his leg out of the cramp it was developing and heard the jingle of the coins in his pocket. He had completely forgotten about the silvers Calard had given him. He stood up, suddenly determined that he was going to go and see Davyn before he left with Calard. The least he could do was to give him the coins.

It was a moonless night but he knew he would have no trouble finding his way there. He just had to wait until his aunt and uncle were asleep, for he could see Aunt Tilly’s shadow moving near the kitchen window, keeping an eye on the hayloft.

Zaine woke with a start, hardly able to believe that he had nodded off on such an important night. He didn’t have time to waste sleeping the night away! He looked out into the inky night, trying to judge how much of the night he had slept by the position of the stars. It was one of the things Davyn had taught him, and it was almost as accurate as the sun so long as he looked carefully at the lights studded in the sky.

Deciding that there were still a good four or five hours before dawn, he slipped silently down the rope. He headed into town, taking care not to step in a rabbit hole, then into the forest. 

He was moving carefully down the track that led to Davyn’s cottage when a thought occurred to him: he didn’t have to go with Calard at all. Just because Tilly said so it didn’t mean he had to go. She wasn’t really his aunt and this stranger meant nothing to him. So far as Zaine was concerned, the man had no right to say when or where he should go. Tilly had her money and he doubted that she would give it back even if the stranger wanted it. It was probably buried somewhere in a field by now.

Yes, that’s what he would do. He would go and see Davyn, give him some of the coins and then head south. He would need to keep some of the coins now that he would be out on the road by himself.

Davyn’s cottage stood out like a black hole in the dark forest around him, and he approached it slowly. Should he just bang on the door and wake Davyn up? Perhaps he could wait until Davyn woke up and be waiting on the doorstep, or maybe he could leave the old herbmaster a note with the coins?

Zaine was still trying to decide what to do when he heard a noise behind him. He turned quickly to see what it was. Another twig snapped and he peered into the darkness. 

The noise stopped and Zaine decided he would go inside Davyn’s cottage after all, as the forest wasn’t the safest place to be wandering around at night. He had almost reached the door when he felt a presence behind him, only a step away, and he lunged for the door, intending to outrun whatever it was.

“Not so fast, young one!” a voice snarled softly, and someone grabbed Zaine’s collar firmly, pulling him back. “We don’t want to give him a chance to get away now do we?”

Zaine realised it was Calard’s voice and he frowned in confusion. What was Calard doing out here in the forest? And what did he mean about not giving Davyn a chance to get away?

“Does he live here?” Calard demanded as he pulled Zaine a short distance from the door.

“Who?” Zaine asked, confused and annoyed that the man had ruined his plans of running away.

“The one who taught you runeweaving,” Calard replied, as if it had been obvious.

“I just wanted to say goodbye to a friend,” Zaine said loudly, hoping that Davyn would hear him. If this man meant harm to the old herbmaster, it would be Zaine’s fault for leading him there.

“Well, let’s go in shall we?” Calard replied, and he strode forward, dragging Zaine after him. He kicked the door open with a solid thump that would have been loud enough to wake a deaf man. “Are you in there, runeweaver?”

When there was no reply from inside the dark cottage, Calard threw something inside. It rolled along the stone floor and then flooded the small cottage with light. Zaine tried to see what caused such a bright light, but it hurt his eyes to try to look directly at it. He blinked and could only see yellow spots before his eyes for a few seconds.

“Davyn! Get out!” Zaine called, realising it was probably too late to warn the herbmaster but feeling he had to try. Looking around the small cottage, however, he realised that it was empty. Davyn was not there. There was nothing to show that anyone had ever lived there; even the bottles of herbs from the worktable had gone. The herbmaster didn’t usually take everything with him when he went away, so it looked like he had gone for good this time.

“Davyn?” Calard turned to look at Zaine with surprise, and then he shook his head. “No, it wouldn’t be the same Davyn. He is far too important to be living in a tiny town like this, in a horrible little cottage. Whoever your tutor was, he’s gone and is probably halfway across the countryside by now.”

Calard still had a firm hold on Zaine’s arm, and he turned to leave the cottage, the light fading as they walked out the door, sinking them into total darkness once more.

“You’ll stay in town with us for the rest of the night,” Calard informed him. “We can’t have you wandering around in the night getting lost now, can we?”

Zaine didn’t bother to reply. He should have known that you never get anything for free. Calard took Zaine back to the village and up to the largest room that the small inn had. His young companion was sitting up at a table, obviously waiting for Calard’s return.

“Tercel, watch over the boy for me, will you? He doesn’t understand what a great thing he is being offered.” Calard pushed Zaine inside the room and then shut the door, leaving Tercel and Zaine alone in the room.

“You’re a fool to try to turn down his offer,” Tercel sneered. “It’s the best thing that could ever happen to you.”

“You believe that?” Zaine asked as he walked over to the table where Tercel sat. A small oil lamp sat on the table and lit the room dimly. Tercel looked to be about sixteen. He had sandy brown hair and well-tanned skin, but his eyes held a streak of evil that made Zaine shiver.

“I know it.” Tercel stood up and walked over to a small bed by the wall. “You’d better get some sleep before we leave.”

Zaine sat down on a chair, drew his legs up and rested his chin on his knees, he wasn’t going to sleep. He watched Tercel lie down and shut his eyes, with one open just a fraction as if he were still watching everything that went on even as he slept.

Morning came far sooner than Zaine expected, and he knew he must have dozed off a few times without meaning to. A soft knock at the door made him just about leap from the seat. He walked over to the door. To his utter disgust he realised that Calard had not locked the door. He could have escaped hours ago!

“Breakfast,” a voice called through the door, and Zaine opened it. He recognised the girl who carried the tray. She nodded at him. “I hear you’re leaving town.”

“So it seems,” Zaine replied dryly.

“It must be exciting to be going to work for a king,” she said in a rush as she laid the food on the table.

“I guess that depends what you’re doing and whether you want to go.” Zaine didn’t mean to be blunt, but he just wasn’t in the mood to talk, and she blushed and left the room.

“Surely you know why the king needs you?” Tercel had woken up and was sitting up. “All runeweavers are needed when there’s a contest for the crown.”

“What’s a runeweaver?” Zaine asked absentmindedly as he looked at the huge breakfast. He wondered who else was coming to join them, for this couldn’t be just for the two of them.

“You are,” Tercel replied with a sneer. “Don’t try to fool me.”

“Me?” Zaine laughed and picked up a fresh roll, stuffing it into his mouth as he remembered that he had missed his meal last night. “I’m just a poor boy who worked on a farm and was sold for a jar of silver coins.”

“You knew the rune book,” Tercel pointed out.

“Is that what those designs are? I wondered what they were. What do they do?” Zaine decided that he might just find out some things that Calard probably wouldn’t tell him.

“Didn’t your tutor tell you?” Tercel looked puzzled and unsure whether he should be telling Zaine anything.

“I found the book. Nobody taught me anything.” Zaine figured that it wasn’t really a lie. He had found the book by accident and Davyn had certainly never encouraged him to look at it – far from it.

“You learnt all that by yourself?” Tercel sounded disbelieving. Then he boasted, “I did the first two pages in just over a year.”

“How far are you now?” Zaine asked, wondering if this young man could tell him how to get past the page he had been stuck on. Not that he would probably get the chance to try it, but he just wanted to know.

“I’m eight pages into it,” Tercel replied proudly, and Zaine felt his mouth twitch in annoyance. Tercel was about where he himself was four years ago: he would be no help at all. “What about you?”

“Somewhere like that, too,” Zaine replied evasively. He still didn’t want to reveal how much of the book he knew until he knew what it was he had learnt. Although he knew now they were runes, that didn’t help him as he had no idea what that meant.

They ate breakfast in silence until Calard came to fetch them a short while later.

“I’ve had the carriage brought round to the front,” he said shortly. “Be downstairs as soon as you can.”

“A carriage?” Zaine queried. He had just assumed that they would be walking north, this man must be either very wealthy or his claim of being the king’s voice was true.

“The king’s personal runeweaver does not walk,” Tercel replied with a laugh as he led the way down the stairs.

The carriage was large, needing two horses to pull it, and far more comfortable than the farm cart that Zaine was sometimes allowed to drive. Zaine and Tercel sat inside the carriage and a few minutes later Calard joined them. A driver stepped up to the seat up front, and the carriage moved off.

“Anything you’ve left behind at the farm can be replaced,” Calard said as the carriage turned onto the north route, bypassing the farm completely.

Zaine looked over in the direction of the farm. He hadn’t meant to leave like this at all. He didn’t think Tilly would care if he was gone, but he regretted not saying goodbye to Pretor. Just as he went to pull his eyes away from the rolling hills he saw someone standing by a tree not far from the road. Davyn! He almost yelled out to him, but then remembered how keen Calard had been to meet the herbmaster and he stilled the words in his throat. Instead, he raised his hand in farewell, watching until Davyn was out of sight.
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CHAPTER FOUR

BAD LUCK COMES IN THREES
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Zaine sat in silence for over an hour as the carriage rumbled down the dirt road that marked the main road north. Neither Calard nor Tercel tried to start a conversation with him, but his interest was drawn, however, when Calard brought out the black book and handed it to Tercel.

“You’ve much to learn. You must know at least ten pages of the book before they begin the selection for the contests or you won’t even be considered. As it is you’ve no chance unless you study every day.” Calard’s comments were said without any softness to take the edge off his blunt assessment of the young man’s ability.

“Why would he want to be in the contest anyway?” Zaine asked, trying hard not to stare at the book that Tercel had just opened. “What do you win?”

“Win? Why the crown for your king, of course.” Tercel looked up from the first page.

“Surely there are more experienced rune-eaters ... or whatever you called them? Why would you have any chance at all?” Zaine was deliberately trying to bait them into an argument to find out all he could about where he was going.

“Runeweavers,” Calard corrected him in a drawl which said he wasn’t going to let Zaine annoy him. “And he will be just as important in the contest as me if he can learn enough of the book.”

“Master Calard can do ninety pages,” Tercel added, and his master gave him a look that said he should keep quiet about that.

“Ninety?” Zaine tried hard not to let his utter shock show in his voice, but he failed miserably. He could do almost ten more than that.

“I know. It’s amazing isn’t it?” Tercel had misunderstood Zaine’s shock, as had Calard by the smug look on his face. “Learning more than three a year is virtually unheard of once you reach page ten.”

“Impressive,” Zaine commented with a forced look of awe and sank back into the well-padded seat, wondering what it all meant. He knew more than the man opposite him, and Calard was his prince’s own runeweaver. He still hadn’t asked what a runeweaver was supposed to be able to do, but Tercel was concentrating hard on the book and Calard had shut his eyes, feigning sleep.

A jolt shook the carriage and it lurched heavily to one side with a loud crunching and grinding noise that told Zaine one of the wheels had fallen off. He steadied himself against the side of the carriage as they lurched to a stop.

“What’s going on?” Calard snapped and he threw open the door of the carriage which was now listing heavily to one side.

“Wheel broke, sir,” the driver replied apologetically. “We must have hit a rock.”

Zaine stepped out of the carriage, after Calard and Tercel, and looked at the broken and splintered wheel which lay a short distance behind them. He looked at the dirt road they had been travelling on, and, although it wasn’t smooth, there didn’t appear to be any rocks large enough to smash a wheel as solid as theirs was.

“Looks like we’re walking back to town,” Zaine said with a sigh and a shrug. He wasn’t in any hurry to get where they were going, and the longer it took, the better he liked it. Even so, he had a distinct feeling they were being watched, and he looked around at the empty dirt road, lined by small clumps of trees, but saw nobody.

“Master Calard can fix it,” Tercel said confidently.

“What with?” Zaine asked, about to point out that they had no woodworking tools.

“Runes, of course. What did you think?” Tercel obviously thought Zaine had been joking, and he walked over to where his master was bent over the wheel.

Zaine frowned. How would the designs fix a wheel? He followed Tercel and stood a few feet back from the wheel, watching carefully. Calard had placed all the pieces of the wheel back together so that it looked like a wheel again, but it was still broken. Zaine knew that it would fall apart if he tried to lift it.

Calard dipped his hand into his pocket and drew out a small stick of what looked like black chalk and began to draw on the flat side of the wheel. Zaine recognised the designs Calard was drawing. He had traced them a thousand times or more, and he named them all silently as they were drawn. Each one linked to the one next to it and formed an unbroken circle of designs – runes; he corrected himself – which completely covered the wheel.

“I want to be as good a runeweaver as that,” Tercel said as Calard stood up and walked away from the wheel without even checking what he had done. 

Zaine watched, fascinated to see that the wheel stayed in one piece when the driver grabbed hold of it and pushed it upright.

“Good as new,” the driver said with a slap on the wheel. The splinter marks and lines where it had been split were still there, but they appeared to be glued together. The rune marks began to fade and within a dozen heartbeats they had disappeared completely. “Boys, help me lift the carriage to put it back on.”

The wheel was replaced and they were back on the road within a few minutes. Zaine stared out the window, pretending to take great interest in the scenery, as he tried to understand what had just happened. How could drawing pictures on a wheel do what it had done? The runes Calard had drawn were in the first few pages of the book as well, and he had used nothing from further through it.

“We’ll stop at the next town,” Calard called out the window to the driver, but, before he had even finished speaking, the carriage began to shake again. 

“Not another wheel?” Tercel asked in surprise as they all held on to whatever they could grab.

The carriage stopped again, but this time it just slowed down gently so it definitely wasn’t a broken wheel.

“What is it this time?” Calard threw open the door and jumped out, glaring at the driver as if it were all his fault. “What the ...”

Zaine stepped out the carriage and saw what Calard was looking at. The horses were loose of their reins and were racing off down the road.

“Can he make new horses?” Zaine muttered a little sarcastically. Tercel frowned at him as he, too, jumped down to the dirt road. 

“Sorry sir, I don’t know how they got loose. The reins just seemed to snap.” The driver looked very apologetic and confused. “We’ll have to walk into the next town. It’s not far.”

Zaine felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. He turned, sure that someone was behind him, but there were only bushes and trees to be seen.

“They just snapped ...” Calard was rubbing his smooth chin as his eyes narrowed with suspicion. He turned to look directly at Zaine, and his gaze made Zaine uncomfortable. “Just how much runeweaving do you know?”

“None,” Zaine replied honestly. 

“Really.” Calard didn’t sound convinced, and he leaned into the carriage and took out his canvas bag. He took the book of runes off Tercel and put it carefully into the bag before starting to walk up the road. “Driver, you stay here so that nothing gets stolen. We’ll send someone back with horses.”

It took almost an hour for them to reach the next town and Tercel looked exhausted. Zaine assumed that he didn’t do much in the way of exercise. Calard rented them rooms at the inn, sent someone back to rescue the driver and carriage, and then requested that a table be set up outside in the street.

“What’s he doing that for?” Zaine asked Tercel as they watched from a few feet away. It was the same set-up as it had been in his home town. 

“We’re on a search ... I would have thought you would know that by now. He’s responsible for making sure we get more runeweavers to begin their training while they are still young.” Tercel seemed surprised, but he explained anyway. “If a child can open the book on the first attempt, they are well suited to training and Calard will take them with us.”

“And if the child doesn’t want to go?” Zaine asked.

“It’s never happened yet,” Tercel assured him. “Why would anyone not want to go to serve their king?”

“He’s not my king,” Zaine replied bluntly, ignoring Tercel’s shocked stare. “Besides he’s not king yet.”

He leaned against the wooden logs that formed the outside of the inn and watched the local children rushing up to try their hand at opening the book. All went away with a copper and it was late evening when no more came to the table.

“Nobody here,” Calard said with a sigh as he tucked the book away, Zaine’s eyes following it longingly. “We’ll stay here the night and then go on.”

“How many more towns?” Zaine asked. He had noticed that nobody was even watching him during the ‘testing’, and he planned on slipping away into the crowd next time.

“This is the last one,” Tercel told him. Zaine frowned: he should have gone while he had the chance.

Calard moved away from the table. A few seconds later a creaking noise made Zaine look up at the overhang of solid timber shading the entrance to the inn they were standing under. Another creak had Tercel and Calard looking up as well. With the sudden realisation that the overhang was about to fall, they all dashed out into the street. The wood came crashing down heavily, splintering on the stone pavement that ran along the street, and smashing the table into small pieces.

“Are you all okay?” The innkeeper rushed to the open door and stared out in shock at the mass of broken wood that blocked his way out. “What in the name of the king happened here?”

“I’ve a feeling I know,” Calard said with a glare in Zaine’s direction.

A crowd began to gather and discuss loudly what would have happened if there had been anyone under it. They were mainly adults, and Zaine, not being over-tall for his age, found himself looking at shoulders and backs as they all crowded as close as they could to see what had happened. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
iy

E @iﬁ ;r’. i f

?33





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





