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CHAPTER 1
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The coming of age of the young Prince Aramys was an event for celebration long and eagerly awaited in the Kingdom of Pallisar. On only two other occasions, the crowning of the king and the marriage of the king, could the subjects of the realm be guaranteed so lavish a demonstration of royal pleasure and favor.

It was, of course, the prince’s fourteenth birthday, which meant that having survived the rigors of childhood, he could confidently be assumed to one day take his father’s place as king. Not that there had been any real doubt on that score. Whatever else might be said of the kings of Pallisar, they were unfailingly fertile: the reign had passed unbroken from father to son through twenty-five generations at least of the Huldane line.  

Though Aramys was Garrick’s only son, followed as he was by two daughters, the boy had always proven healthy and strong, and the king was content. As for the people, no one doubted that another prince would eventually follow. The king was still young and the queen had many years of childbearing age before her.

The prince’s birthday approached, and with it spring, and soon craftsmen and laborers and then invited guests began to pour into the capital of Ramoth from every shire in the kingdom. A great banquet pavilion was erected in the park within the palace walls, fashioned by woodwrights from Deming Forest in the Westmarch, who brought timber and their unequaled artistry with wood. Huge stores of foodstuffs, wine, and ale were shipped from the rich farmlands and vineyards of the Tilthboroughs, supplemented with select cheeses, mushrooms, and other delicacies from the eastern vales. Great open-air kitchens were set up especially for the occasion.

On the green below the town, a fair was to take place with a dazzling array of tournaments, entertainments, feasting, dancing, and other less savory amusements. Already the brightly-striped pavilions were going up, their banners whipping gaily in the wind. There were to be archery and wrestling contests awarding rich prizes and open to every able-bodied man in the kingdom, lord and commoner alike. And to round out the week of festivities, a royal hunt and banquet were planned, crowned with a magnificent fireworks display and torching of bonfires throughout the kingdom.

Representatives of all the great families came, from the nobility and leading citizens of Clary, Winsor, Fife, and Aven along the River Nara, to the landowners and squires of the rich farms and pasturelands of the Tilthboroughs and Heathside. The palace itself and all the inns and lodging houses of Ramoth were filled to overflowing. The narrow, cobbled lanes of the town became a noisy, colorful blur of lavishly-clothed nobles and their attendants, palace guards in blue and silver livery, merchants, singing minstrels, laborers, and ragged peasant children. Horse carts jostled their way through the lanes, scattering geese and chickens and often their own contents to the clamorous dismay of the drivers.

One tall figure in the crowd, clad in a sky-blue cloak, was slowly making his way up the winding lane to the palace on the eve of the celebration. He smiled to himself, a flash of white teeth in a finely chiseled face, and surveying the commotion round about, wondered how the royal procession would ever manage to pass through the next day. He stopped at a confectioner’s shop to buy a bag of candied fruits, but the shopkeeper would not hear of taking his silver. Instead, he presented the package with a warm smile and courteously bowed. The young man nodded in his turn and continued on his way.

Upon the air floated a gay rondo of flutes and drums along with the toothsome smell of roasted meat from some nearby inn. Eventually, he passed out from beneath the tall rows of narrow shops and houses crowding most lanes of the town, and began to climb the broad, open road leading to King’s Gate and the palace.

The road eventually skirted the palace walls, and although on one side there arose a barrier of stone, the other side was clear and commanded a wide view of the town and the vast Greenwood beyond. On a clear day, one could even glimpse the distant Errals and majestic Icehorn to the southeast, and the lowlands and far off glint of the Alicium Sea to the west. The young man did not stop to look. The afternoon was drawing toward evening and he was late.

* * *
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The palace of Ramoth, a massive stone edifice first built on a hill deep in the Greenwood as a defense against invaders crossing the northern borders, still dominated the town that grew up around it. Within its thick, guarded walls lay enclosed all the palace buildings, as well as a large park at the entrance and a training field at the rear.

The principal structure that first met the eye as one entered King’s Gate, was the magnificent Great Hall with its vaulted roof and gilded, opalescent dome. Here the king held court four times each year, summoning the chief lords of the realm for an accounting of his lands and people. Attached to right of the Great Hall stood the Chapel Royal and lesser council chambers and, above them, the quarters of the king, queen, and princesses. To the left stood the banquet hall and smaller dining chamber with lodgings above for the palace ministers and guests.

These adjoining structures extended back beyond the Great Hall to form separate wings overlooking a large field devoted to the training of the knights and young nobility of the kingdom. Within these wings, were located the servants’ quarters, kitchens, stables, and numerous palace workshops and storehouses. Here also, were to be found the austere quarters of the young prince and his squire, which by tradition were kept apart from the other royal suites. At the rear of the palace, a gateway opened onto a path leading down the hill and into an area of the Greenwood called the Crown Sylvan, a private reserve for riding and hunting claimed by the kings of Pallisar.

The palace was astir with last minute preparations for the celebration. In every chamber and alcove, servants were busy cleaning and polishing, while ministers rushed to and fro checking arrangements and presenting the king with endless documents for his seal. There were final fittings and alterations to be made, speeches to rehearse, and special dishes to prepare, chief of which was the enormous fourteen-tiered birthday cake. Throughout all, radiated the happiness of the king and queen. Singing was heard in halls and corridors where mostly silence had reigned for years.

One person failed to share in the excitement of the town. He stood now before the palace stables clad in a brown leather tunic, cloak, and riding boots. Upon his chest, embroidered in gold thread, hovered an eagle. He looked to the Great Hall, as if awaiting someone, then crossed his arms and stared thoughtfully at the cobblestone pattern on the ground. He was tall for his age and the lines of his body already suggested the balanced proportions of a man. He also looked much like his father: the same raven-black hair, strong jaw, and finely-shaped mouth. Only in his eyes did he resemble his mother. For though they were gray like his father’s, they possessed none of his father’s hardness. They were sensitive and deep, and there was a quality of understanding present that was neither intimidating nor proud.

Across the training field a door opened, and a young man emerged making his way in long strides to where the boy stood. He wore a sky-blue cloak and there was something tucked at this belt.

“Your Highness, forgive me,” he said, with a slight nod of his head. “I was delayed in the town. It seems that everyone in the kingdom has come for your little birthday party.” He flashed a broad smile.

The boy did not respond but only looked at him a moment without expression. He returned his gaze to the ground. “It’s all right, Rolf. You were there at my request. Let's go.”

The smile faded from the man’s lips and he looked questioningly at the boy. He ran a hand through his sandy blond hair and glanced up into the early evening sky, his eyes the same clear, azure blue. “I guess it’ll still be light for a while,” he said quietly, and walked into the stables.

One of the attendants had already prepared the horses for the usual afternoon ride, and Rolf led them outside. But before he was even mounted, the boy was in his saddle and galloping at full speed through the gates, which the startled guards managed to open only just in time. The man spurred his horse after him and soon both were racing down the hill and into the Sylvan.

Rolf was certain now that something was deeply troubling Aramys. He had noticed signs of it for several days, but the boy had always shrugged off his questions. And one thing he learned in the six years he had served as squire to the young prince: it was useless to try to compel him to speak, when once he determined to keep his council. He looked ahead at him anxiously. The boy was bent over the saddle, the muscles of his neck flexed and rigid. Faster and faster he rode, pushing his horse to its furthest limits. The trees on either side of the path melted into a blur.

Rolf knew that he must be attempting to work out in sheer physical energy what he could not work out in his young head. It grieved him to see the boy in pain. He longed to take him in his arms and soothe his troubled spirit as he did so many times when he was a young child. For he loved him, this boy who might be his own son. But one day he would be his king. He was growing up. He had to let him go.

He also knew that he had to keep him alive. “Aramys,” he shouted. “Slow up! Do you want to kill the horse?”

From ahead on the path the boy checked his speed, slowed to an easy saunter, and turned as Rolf met up with him.

“I had to have a good ride,” he answered breathlessly. “To get out of there. I had to have time to think.”

Rolf paused. “All right. But you know better than to drive a horse that hard without warming him up first. Look, there’s a fallen log in that clearing over there. Let’s stop and rest.”

Aramys agreed. They dismounted and led their steaming horses to a small glade some twenty paces off the path. The westering April sun cast its rays through the young leaves of birch and maple bordering the glade, creating a flickering pattern of soft, warm light on grass and wildflowers. The wood seemed very quiet. They set the horses free to graze and walked over to the log at the edge of the clearing.

For a long while, both sat in silence on the mossy log, Rolf with arms folded and his long legs stretched out in the grass, Aramys hunched over with elbows propped on his knees and his chin cupped in both hands. The only sounds were the champing of the horses and the soft jingle of their harnesses.

“Hey,” cried Rolf suddenly, reaching for the bag at this belt. He was glad for something to talk about and wanted to sound cheerful. “I almost forgot. I picked these up in the town. They’re the kind you like.”

He held the candy out to Aramys. The prince looked at it a moment then, opening the bag, put a piece in his mouth. Rolf also popped one in his mouth and, grinning at him, began to chew it. But the boy only returned without emotion to his same thoughtful posture. Rolf frowned. “You haven’t asked me about my errand in the town.” Aramys remained silent. “I ordered the new bow for you. The craftsman assured me the tension would be right this time. To make up for the delay, he wants to offer a score of new arrows as a gift, all with your gold monogram. They'll be ready in a week.”

“That is good,” replied the boy quietly. Another long silence followed.

Rolf couldn’t bear it any longer. He drew in his legs and abruptly stood.

“Aramys, what is the matter? It’s not like you to sulk like this. If it’s something I’ve done, then tell me. Or does it concern your coming of age? If so, you’re certainly not starting off very well.”

The boy’s head jerked up and his eyes flashed. “You will remember who you are when you address me! I'm not one of the stable boys to command as you please. If I choose to speak or to remain silent, it is not for my squire to desire it otherwise.” He glared for a moment, then suddenly buried his face in his arms and broke into tears.

The words stung. Rolf’s relationship to Aramys had never been the usual one of servant to master. In fact, it was not. Rolf was himself heir to a great house, and his position as squire to the prince was regarded with the highest honor. It was a privilege he had never abused.

Rolf looked down at Aramys sobbing quietly, and his heart was again filled with tenderness toward him and anguish at his suffering. “He doesn’t mean it,” he said to himself, and sat down close to him on the log. He gently gripped the boy’s arm in one hand and laid his other arm over his shoulders.

“Aramys. Let me help you.”

The boy raised his head and began wiping his eyes. “You can’t help me, Rolf. Nobody can.”

“Is it because you’re afraid? If so, no one would blame you. It’s a big step in a young man’s life. All the more for the son of the king, with all the eyes on Pallisar upon him. But Aramys, no one was ever more prepared for it than you.”

“It isn’t that,” he answered. “It’s just that...” He shook his head and looked down again. “There’s something wrong, something missing, and I don’t know what it is. All the preparations, all the people coming here, and for what? Nothing really. It should be something, Rolf, but it isn’t.” He sniffed as he wiped his eyes.

Rolf looked at him in amazement. “They have come because you are the prince and will one day be king.”

“Yes, like my father and his father, and his before him. And I am trained, and learn to ride and wield a sword. I'm taught knowledge of history and philosophy. I am versed in the arts and music. And for what? So that I may one day sit in my Great Hall and do as my ministers advise, and sire a son to succeed me, and live out my idle days in luxury and contentment. Is that really cause for celebration?”

He got up, walked a short distance away, and stood with legs apart and his hands clasped behind his back. Rolf followed him with his eyes, marveling at the boy he thought he knew.

Aramys faced the open glade, but he seemed to be gazing into some far greater distance. His voice trembled with emotion. “Don’t you see, Rolf? It’s all wrong. A king should stand for something more. He should have power beyond other men and perform deeds to match. Like in the ancient tales. Power to command the winds and waves, and guide the stars in the heavens. Sometimes I feel something welling up inside me, building and surging until I think I shall burst.”

He stopped and his gaze became more intent, as though he was searching an invisible horizon. His voice and bearing awoke in Rolf images of some figure from legend, clothed in light, slowly emerging out of the mists of time. Aramys sighed and lowered his eyes.

“But nothing happens,” he said slowly, at last. “The feeling passes and only emptiness is left behind. And yet each time I'm more certain than ever that a king should rise to some higher destiny. But what that might be, I don't know. And tomorrow, I shall be hailed as the future king. Who, who in all of Pallisar can tell me what it really means to be a king?”

Rolf gazed at him in silence. There was not a sound in the glade. The long shadows of the wood were deepening into nightfall. The horses huddled like statues in the dusk. Getting up, he walked to where the boy stood.

“Aramys, look at me,” he said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know the answers to your questions. Indeed, I have never considered such thoughts. But this I do know: If anyone can find the answers to those questions, it will be you. For you are a true prince. In your strength and courage and the wisdom of your young years, you are worthy of men’s praise. Will you not accept it? Will you not accept your birthright as future king and then strive to discover what it means?”

Aramys slowly raised his head and looked at him. His eyes were shining. “Do you really think I could do that, Rolf?”

“I couldn’t serve you if I didn't. And who knows? Perhaps the days of legend will return. Engelad the Great will give way to Aramys Emril and his magic sword!”

The boy laughed and Rolf roughed his hair. “That’s my man. It’s getting dark. Let’s go home.”

He gathered up their horses and they were soon riding back up the path to the palace. The glade quietly dwindled into twilight. Before it set, the sun’s last rays penetrated the trees once more and bathed the spot where they stood in gold.
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CHAPTER 2
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The twelve trumpeters raised their instruments as one and released a stirring fanfare that reverberated through the Great Hall of the palace in a thousand silvery peals. The first day of celebration had dawned bright and fair, with only a high scattering of clouds in the east. Now at midday, lords and ladies, knights and clergy, wealthy merchants and guildmasters, were gathered together in resplendent dress for the coronation of the prince.

All heads quickly turned to the massive entrance doors, now slowly parting, for the start of the procession that would lead down the wide central isle to the throne dais at the far end of the hall.

“They say the young prince is as fair as the king,” whispered one woman, wife of a nobleman, to her bejeweled neighbor.

“Yes,” replied the other with a sigh, “and oh, to be young again and pretty enough to catch his eye when he goes to take a wife.”

Her friend, clearly savoring the thought, was about to respond, when they were interrupted by a choir of voices chanting in antiphony from the high galleries. The voices swelled as through the doors appeared the royal standard bearers, marching in stately pace and displaying the great eagle, heraldry of the Huldane line. All talking stopped as the onlookers watched and waited for the first sign of the king and queen, and those who would follow. Excitement was at its height to finally glimpse the young prince and princesses, whom few had ever seen.

The standard bearers were followed by captains of the Royal Guard, twenty men of matching stature and build: tall, fair of face, and strong of limb. All wore hauberks of fine mail, long blue cloaks, and silver helms, which flashed in the sunlight streaming down from the dome high above as they walked in perfect unison along the aisle.

“Well, it may be too late for us,” returned the first woman, almost shouting above the singing, “but not so for my Cara. She once played with the prince, and all say she is the prettiest maid in the kingdom, after the princesses, of course. I may be partial, but the prince would be hard-pressed to find anyone better suited for his queen.”

Her friend, with an insincere smile, was about to extol the virtues of her own daughter, who was both fair and accomplished, when there came another flourish of trumpets. They were heralding the entrance of the king and queen, and soon those nearest the doors began to kneel and bow. As the pair slowly advanced down the aisle, others responded in like manner, sending a sweeping wave through the assembly. Arrayed from head to toe in scarlet and gold brocade embellished with gems, King Garrick and Queen Lendra smiled warmly as they passed, turning their heads from one side of the hall to the other. The happiness and pride in their countenances outshone the jewels of their high crowns.

And then the prince. Few there were in that great host, who were not touched with wonder at the sight of him. Erect, graceful, assured, and well-favored beyond his young years, he walked with a calm, unassuming bearing that was all the more intensely royal. He was dressed all in white, from close-fitting boots rising to the thigh, to leather tunic and long sable cape. But no jewel adorned his body. His head was uncovered, revealing jet-black hair and clear gray eyes.

The resemblance to the king was unmistakable. And yet there was a quality perceived by all who looked upon him that extended beyond his physical presence: a unique, indefinable something. Close behind him walked his squire, Lord Brandon, in blue and green, the colors of his house. In his hands he bore a small chest of burnished silver studded with amethysts.

Lastly entered the young princesses, Shara and Mirim, with their attendants, followed by the chief palace ministers. The procession slowly made its way to the front of the hall, where the kingdom’s chief priest awaited beside the throne dais.

To a renewed burst of trumpets, the captains of the guard assembled with crisp precision in wide arcs on either side of the dais. Arriving behind them, the king and queen turned briefly to look upon the assembly, then ascended the steps and took up their thrones.

For Aramys, the solemn, measured paces across the length of the hall seemed to take forever. At last, he arrived and stood alone in the center of the wide space before the dais. His squire moved to the head of the line of guards at right, and the princesses and ministers took their places in a reserved area apart from the guests.

In the sunlight streaming down through the dome, the prince shone like a white flame. For a long while, the hall was silent. All eyes were fixed upon him, each measuring him in his or her own way.

Finally, the king’s chief minister approached the throne. As was the custom, he proceeded to announce for the king the names of all who had been called before the royal presence. It was a long list. Garrick listened with polite attention, but Aramys, who was standing in the sun in his heavy clothes, became increasingly uncomfortable and his mind began to wander. Once, he looked over to Rolf and found his eyes upon him with an amused expression on his face. Aramys stifled a smile. He would get even with him later.

More speeches followed, and proclamations. The sun had passed across the dome and withdrawn its brilliance, when the last minister finally took his place.

At long last the king rose, and the moment everyone had been waiting for was come. His deep voice echoed in the vast stillness of the hall.

“Let all here assembled know that I, Garrick Damen Huldane, upon this day before God Almighty, do hereby confer the succession of my crown, subject to my death, upon the rightful heir of my body, Aramys Emril, and to him solely do I bequeath all my possessions, lands, and titles. This I have proclaimed.” Having spoken, he descended the steps of the dais and was met at its foot by one of his captains. From him he took a sword, the hilts of which were wrought with gold and set with massive stones.

Following ancient custom, he walked to where Aramys stood and placed himself back-to-back against him facing the assembly. His legs were planted squarely apart and his hands rested on the hilts of the sword that stood before him. The famed gaze swept the hall and his voice rang out. “Is there any here, who would challenge my right?”

A moment of breathless silence followed. Then, first one, then others, and eventually the entire assembly kneeled with heads bowed. A single voice cried, “Long live the King!” It was joined by more shouts until the words echoed through the hall. Garrick continued to gravely scan the assembly. Only a shadow of softness in his eyes revealed how deeply he was moved. He finally turned away slowly and retraced his steps to the dais, where he rendered his sword and remounted the throne.

When everyone had again risen and silence once more settled upon the hall, the chief priest advanced. His sumptuous vestments of deep purple brocade embroidered with silver glittered and brushed the stone paving as he approached and stood before the prince. Though he bore no crosier and clasped his hands modestly at his breast, there was little evidence of reverent humility in his strong, patrician features. He regarded the prince with a proud, concentrated gaze.

At his solemn nod, the prince knelt and prostrated himself upon the floor with legs drawn together and arms outstretched from his body. The archbishop lifted his eyes to the ornate, vaulted ceiling. He unclasped his hands and extended his arms palms upward before him.

“Lord,” he intoned, after a brief silence, “we come before Thee in this hour with praise and thanksgiving to partake of Thy pleasure in ordaining this, Thy servant, Aramys Emril Huldane, heir to our beloved Garrick and to the kingship of this realm. Grant that he may continue to grow in grace and wisdom unto that day whereupon he takes up Thy commission to govern his people with justice and mercy so long as he shall live. Arise, Aramys Emril.”

Aramys rose to his feet and faced the priest. At that moment, his squire stepped forward bearing the jeweled chest and knelt, holding it out before him. The archbishop raised the coverlid and withdrew a plain but exquisitely wrought circlet of silver. This he gravely lifted and poised in the air above the prince’s head. “In recognition of your coming to manhood and in the name of our heavenly King, we crown thee Prince Aramys, heir presumptive of the throne of Pallisar, defender of the weak, commander of the strong, and upholder of God’s eternal truth. Amen.”

The silver circlet settled down upon the black hair. Aramys looked to his father and mother and to Rolf, who was beaming beside him and so full of pride he could burst, and then slowly turned toward the gathered assembly. All began to kneel once more and proclaim, “Hail the Prince, Aramys.”

He looked out over their bowed heads and a strange sensation began to come over him. He had felt it before, but never so strongly as now. It awoke at the root of his being, mounting and surging like fire through his veins until it broke over his body like a crashing wave.

“What is happening to me?” he stammered breathlessly as lights like rings of flame flashed before his eyes. His head throbbed and his heart labored in his chest. He reeled and was about to fall when Rolf, sensing something was wrong, shot out an arm and steadied him from behind.

It seemed to pass in an instant. When he could once more see clearly, Aramys discovered to his relief that all were still chanting with heads bowed. No one had observed him falter, or so he believed. He turned a reassuring glance to Rolf and then, with a deep breath, advanced to lead the return procession.

Trumpets were raised once more in salute, joined by the choir in a rousing Alleluia. The assembly rose as the prince, followed by the king and queen and their retinue, began their stately departure from the packed hall. Midway down the aisle, the massive doors were reopened and the hall was flooded with light.

From without could be heard the tolling of bell towers rising above the town. All eyes were again turned upon the prince, resplendent in the white array that befitted him so well, and the crown that glinted above his fair, smiling face. So it would be wherever he appeared that day as the royal party ascended into waiting coaches and continued their procession through the lanes of the town.

One figure, however, marked none of this. Among the sea of faces turned to the great doors, his alone still gazed intently toward the front of the hall and the spot where the prince last stood. He was a tall, rather thin old man with a bald head and dark skin typical of the southern lands. Who he might be or from where he came, none about him could guess. Certainly, with his rustic, travelworn cloak, it was hard to imagine him being included among the invited guests. Yet there he stood, staring as though spellbound through a pair of keen, dark eyes, the whites of which shown all the more brightly from his intelligent, sharp-featured face.

The man brushed a tear from his eye and sought to calm the pounding of his heart. Even now, thrills of emotion rushed through him as the recollection of what he had just witnessed passed once more before his mind. Among all those gathered, no one save himself could have perceived it, for such was his strange gift. But that he should have discovered it there, within the palace, was a wonder and astonishment surpassing any he had ever known.

“Can it possibly be?” he asked himself for the tenth time, and for as many times nodded his head slowly. “Yes, I did see it. There can be no mistake.”

The prince had turned, looking out over the assembly, and soon all began to kneel and proclaim him. The old man was about to follow, when he became aware of a sudden change within the hall. Having stretched forth his mind as was his custom to touch into everything about him, he sensed to his surprise that amid the dullness and confusion of thoughts, there was now a clear, quiet space: an open doorway into unobscured depths of mind and being found only in those of his own kind.

Breathing deeply, he closed his eyes and began to probe, like water seeking passage. As he did so, a vague uneasiness began to come over him and then without warning it struck. Too late, he realized that what first appeared to be tranquil stillness, was actually the calm before a storm. Before he could withdraw, searing light stabbed through his mind jolting him to his very core. Helplessly, he groped as his strength began to be drawn from him and consumed in a raging fire.

Slowly and with tremendous effort, he summoned forth all his remaining power and, willing his thoughts above the level of the numbing pain, managed to raise a shield against the engulfing force. It had almost broken him. Greatly weakened, he opened his eyes and beheld what he already knew but could not believe.

It was the young prince, standing as though transfixed within a cloud of brilliant light. It began in glittering flashes above his head and spread in a coruscating spiral of radiance around his entire body. Upon his upturned face, he bore an expression of mingled pain and wonder. Suddenly, at his forehead and about his waist, the effulgence flared in bursts of shimmering sparks. As the old man watched in awe, the mantle gradually coalesced and began to shape itself into the figure of a man.

It was a body formed wholly of dazzling light, tall, powerful, and incredibly fair to look upon. Like the boy, his face was upraised. Its expression was not one of pain, however, but of an ecstasy beyond joy or sorrow: a smile of serene, absolute knowing. The eyes slowly lowered and came to rest upon the old man. A glimmer of recognition passed over the face and then it, the form, and all trace of light faded and fell like an extinguished fountain, and vanished as though they had never been.

The old man, still overcome with astonishment, sighed heavily and was about to go over it all again, when a voice from behind brought him abruptly back to the present. He turned to find a palace guard staring at him with an amused look on his rugged face.

“Did you hear me, ancient one? If you've come to see the prince, you're too late, even if you could have got past the guards. His highness, the king and queen, and all their guests have gone down into the town.”

The old man peered across the dark hall, now empty and silent, and returned his gaze to the guard. A faint twinkle animated his keen eyes.

“No, young sir. I almost failed, but in the end, I was not too late. Too old perhaps, and too slow-witted, but not too late.”

He turned from the puzzled guard and crossed to the great doors and out into the bright sunshine. Before the palace, in the center of the enclosed park, loomed the great banquet pavilion, white as a snowcapped mountain. Its walls of intricate latticework were supported by giant columns of living trees and netted round with a tracery of delicately-carved ornamentation. Surrounding the pavilion. a sea of daffodils waved with the breeze and shown in the sun like burnished gold. 

This spectacle, however, was lost on the old man, who was still too preoccupied with the strange vision within the hall to give thought to anything else. He was making his way to King’s Gate and thence away from the town as rapidly as his legs would carry him.

“Yes, too old and too slow-witted,” he repeated to himself. “I have indeed been neglecting my duties. All these years, I've been looking west across the waters for the fulfillment of the prophecy, and all the time it's been growing up in my own backyard. But the son of Garrick! Who could have foreseen it? Is it not written that the line of kings is a withered branch? And yet what could be more fitting? 

“One thing is certain, however. The boy knows nothing of his power. The vision was kindled by my strength and ceased when I withdrew it. He must be taught to control his power or it will surely destroy him. Such nearly happened today.”

The old man at last approached the edge of the Greenwood, which rose abruptly outside the town in a dense, well-tended wall. Before disappearing into it, he looked once more over the sun-drenched roofs and towers of Ramoth. He had witnessed this scene many times, for it had long been his task to quietly watch over the town and keep note of what took place there. But now he found himself seeing it as if for the first time.

No longer the sleepy abode of a complacent king, it had suddenly become the birthplace of the long-awaited one, a simple setting for the exquisite jewel whose radiance would herald a new age. A thrill swept through him as he remembered again the figure of light and that face seen once before in another, gentler vision long ago. He thought of the young boy, disoriented and in pain, unconscious of the greatness growing within him. His heart reached out to him.

“Yes, my young prince, you must discover your destiny, and I must help you to do it.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Aramys stifled a yawn and tried again to find a comfortable position on his sumptuous but thoroughly uncomfortable royal chair. For two hours, he had listened with close attention to the exhaustive deliberations between the king and chief lords of the realm, and he was getting tired. 

This was by no means his first exposure to council gatherings. But four days of continuous festivities and appearances in honor of his coming of age were beginning to wear on him. Nor did it help to think about the beautiful spring day outside, when he was forced to remain in the palace and the dark and airless council chamber.

He raised his eyes and looked around the long table at which sat the twenty-four high lords of the kingdom with the king and himself at its head. Directly behind each man. stood his chief captain and, further back in the shadows against the wall, his squire bearing his arms. All waited, silent and unmoving, like carved pieces on a chessboard. Aramys sighed inwardly and tried to fix his concentration once more on the discussion.

It seemed that Lord Baldron of Doon on the Heathside, a rugged, laconic man like all the folk in the northern highlands, was voicing some concern. “And sire, these are no longer mere rumors out of the barren lands. I have had reports from my own soldiers, reports of wanderers from distant parts fleeing some unspoken terror.”

He was joined by another from the north, Lord Holborn of Cambera. Holborn was a giant of a man with penetrating dark eyes and a thick mane of red hair and beard to match. His sonorous voice filled the chamber. 

“I have received similar reports, Your Majesty. Since our last council, several outlanders have been spotted coming down out of the Errals and crossing the Nara at Sarn’s Ford. They were not challenged. since they made no attempt to linger in our domains, but they were clearly fleeing something. They carried few possessions. Outlanders crossing the barrens westward are not unheard of, but if Baldron has also had word of them entering our highlands, it may forebode some menace.”

The king turned his cool gaze to Lord Baldron. “And did the wanderers you speak of remain in our frontier?”

“They did not, sire. I mention their passing only because of what it may signify of turmoil in the lands beyond the Errals. As Holborn has said, these wanderers carried little provisions. If they gave no thought to seeking refuge in our peaceful borders, could it not be only because they feared some evil to still be close at hand?”

A quiet murmuring broke out around the table. The king stroked his finely trimmed beard and considered a moment in silence. “You have fortified your positions?” he asked at last.

“We have, Your Majesty.”

“That is well. Let swift riders be immediately dispatched to survey the lands across the Errals. The Great Waste may hold many secrets, but if there is some human devilry afoot, we shall see it from the mountains. Though I cannot imagine what enemy crossing that barren, waterless land could dare to assail us. No threat to our kingdom has come from that region in years beyond count. Nonetheless, you shall both notify me at once by courier of any further unusual occurrence.”

Garrick rose, followed immediately by all seated around the table. “And now, my lords, there is a matter that requires my attention elsewhere. We shall, by your leaves, reconvene at the striking of the third hour.”

The king, succeeded by the prince and their retinue, departed the chamber amid much bowing and saluting of arms. Aramys followed obediently, though he had little heart for yet another formal function. 

As they approached the Chapel Royal, however, he was surprised to find himself drawn away from the procession by Rolf, who was leading him toward the rear of the Great Hall. Aramys started to speak, but Rolf put his finger to his lips and whispered with a mischievous smile, “The king’s orders.”

“But where are we going?” Aramys whispered back, when they had passed the arch at the back of the hall. “We must return to the council within the hour.”

“No, we don’t. His highness, well actually I think it was her highness, your mother, decided it was about time you got away from this stuffy place for a while. So, we’re going on a secret mission.”

“A what?”

“Here, just put on this cloak. And pull the hood down close to your face.” Rolf wrapped a dark, rough-spun cloak around him and proceeded to do the same himself.

Aramys laughed. “But we will look like common folk.”

“That’s the whole idea. Come on.”

Rolf led them through the servants’ quarters, out the side gate of the palace, and onto the broad road winding down into the town. Soon they found themselves surrounded by a steady stream of travelers and townsfolk jostling to and fro through the narrow, cobbled lanes. 

Aramys pulled back the cloak from his face to see better and craned his neck. It was all he could do to keep up with Rolf’s long strides and not lose him in the crowd, but he still managed to glance now and then at the pageant round about him.

In all his life, he had never seen so many people. Knights on horseback and the gilded carriages of the nobility fared no better than those on foot, so choked had the lanes become. Yet no one seemed to take any notice. The joyful spirit of the celebration had filled all hearts. Some folk, old women mostly, were content to smile from upper windows in the tall rows of brightly-painted shops and inns crowding the lane. But most were either coming or going in an endless stream, though frequently interrupted by vendors hawking their wares. Laughter was everywhere, and if an occasional brawl broke out, usually the result of too much ale, it was soon put a stop to.

Still Rolf led them down through the town and past many enticements without halting. Aramys knew now that they could be heading for only one place, the fair on the green! His excitement grew. He had been able to visit the fair only once at its opening and then only briefly. He had accompanied his father in a formal procession but was not permitted to enjoy the entertainments. To go there now as one of the townsfolk, and venture where he pleased, was a surprise and delight unhoped for. He quickened his pace and came up even with Rolf.

“The fair! Is this our secret mission? In secret we've come, but what mission could we have here, except to have a merry time?”

Rolf glanced around him with mock suspicion and spoke low to his ear. “The mission, Your Highness, is to not get fleeced. Remember, we look now like country folk and easy marks, or so some may think. Be wary!”

“But I have no silver.”

“No, but I do.” He flashed a broad smile and a slap to his thigh brought a chink of coins.

They soon left the town behind them, passing out of the wide-open gates that for years beyond count had never been closed. Here the cobbled lanes gave way to a broad roadway and a large green which, for the duration of the fair, included paths of freshly strewn sawdust. This they followed with many others, weaving through oncoming travelers and sidestepping places where the path had been trodden to mud.

The sunlit fair rose before them, a dazzling spectacle of rainbow striped pavilions and fluttering banners stretching to the very eves of the Greenwood. Sounds and smells wafted over them on the warm breeze like a magic spell. Minstrel voices, sweet and crystal clear, soared above a graceful symphony of lutes, drums, flutes, and horns. Raucous laughter, lusty shouts, and applause exploded like firecrackers, now close at hand, now in some distant part of the field. And on the air floated mingled aromas of roasted meats, ale, spices, and freshly baked pastries and cakes, each capable of awakening fond memories of good cheer and blazing hearths.

They soon entered the first loosely ordered rows of booths and sheds, where merchants from every corner of the kingdom and beyond displayed their wares: grains, cheeses and salted meats, wine paid in rent by farmers, almonds, ginger, saffron and raisins, as well as bales of wool, hunting dogs and hawks, fine goldsmiths’ work, pearls, pewter, stamped leather goods, purple and silken robes, gloves, and peacock feathers. There was not a single commodity imaginable that could not be bought or traded there.

“What shall we do first, Rolf?” Aramys asked as he turned and gazed about them. He was beginning to feel a bit bewildered amidst the milling crowds and endless rows of stalls. Everyone seemed to be shouting at once.

“Why don’t we leave trade to the merchants, and seek the entertainments?” He slowly turned to scan the distance. “I hear music coming from over there.”

He pointed to a farther row of pavilions from which instruments could occasionally be heard above the din of barter. Aramys agreed and, after buying some cakes and ale from a jovial, round-faced man, who was clearly accustomed to both, they set off. 

The music grew stronger as they approached, and soon they found themselves surrounded by amusements and entertainments of all kinds. They strolled casually then, stopping as their fancy took them to watch jugglers, tumblers, dancers in bright costumes, and men with performing animals. Before moving on to the next one, Rolf would pass each a silver coin, and they marveled to receive such generous reward from folk so roughly clad.

They had just finished listening to a minstrel bemoaning his unrequited love with languid strums upon his lute, when they heard a loud voice raised some distance away. Apparently, an announcement of sorts was being made, and it began to attract many people from round about.

Rolf hurriedly reached into his pouch for a coin and gave it to the young singer, who was now smiling broadly, his sorrow forgotten. “Here, buy your lady love a trifle. Perhaps she’ll think better of you. Come on, Aramys, let’s find out what all the commotion is about.”

They parted from the minstrel and his profusions of gratitude and headed in the direction of the voice. It was not difficult to find, for already a large crowd had gathered round. Moving in closer, they came upon a small roped off enclosure of short cropped turf open to the sky. 

There, on one side of the enclosure, stood the man whose powerful voice had drawn so much attention. He was himself stoutly built with a presence no less commanding than his voice, but few were looking at him. For on the other side of the space there loomed a giant. Aramys drew in his breath and looked up at Rolf, who was whistling softly in amazement.

The man stood shoulders and above even the tallest one there, but it was the sheer immensity of his size that brought a hush over the crowd of onlookers. He was naked to the waist with a chest and neck built like an ox. His arms rippled with oiled muscles while his legs, covered with coarse leather leggings, looked more like the trunks of trees. 

Thoughtlessly he stood there, one fist grinding into the other, flexing and reflexing his glistening muscles in the sun. Despite his appearance, however, there was no sign of fierceness to be seen in his broad, plain-featured face. His small, black eyes and crooked sneer showed only condescension, as though to say, “No man is my enemy, for who could withstand me?” And indeed, few in the crowd doubted that to be true.

Aramys suddenly became aware that the other man in the circle was still talking. From the arrogant tone he had assumed, it was clear he was well accustomed to the powerful effect produced by his companion.

“So,” he scoffed, folding his arms and surveying the crowd boldly. “Can it be that here in the king’s own town, in the very shadow of the palace, there is not one man with courage enough to stand before my friend here? I blush for the ladies! Come now, I should think the stakes I have proposed would be sufficient to tempt even the most bashful yokel among you. Or perhaps there are some who hesitate before a chance to prove their manhood? One short minute is all that is required! Remain just one minute inside the circle without your shoulders being pinned to the ground, and you will be awarded five gold crowns. If not, render just one piece of silver. What could be more fair? And you need not even show your money before the match. My friend will trust you for it.”

The man exploded with a coarse burst of laughter, flashing several gold teeth as he did so. The giant also threw back his head and roared. But the crowd remained silent.

“Well,” said the man, finally, “if the men will not fight, perhaps we should open the contest to the ladies. It may be that they are of stouter heart!” He sneered in contempt and began to turn away to address another area of the crowd.

“One moment, friend,” cried out a voice suddenly, and into the circle bounded a young man. The crowd began to murmur. It was Rolf. He quickly drew off his rough cloak and tunic and tightened the cord on his breeches.

“Before I should permit a lady to endure such an unpleasant task, however easily accomplished, I would have to know whether it was worth the effort. But in any case, I wouldn't have the afternoon totally devoid of amusement. A fine spring day is not made for witless speech.”

This now brought some laughter from the crowd. Aramys, too, couldn’t help but grin, though he shook his head when he looked at the giant. His eyes had narrowed and his sneer had hardened into a grim smile.

“Bravely spoken,” replied the other man, turning again toward the onlookers. “And fairly spoken, too, though I suspect you’re more familiar with the bleating of goats and sheep than with gentle speech. But we shall soon see if your prowess matches your words. Perhaps you’ll provide us with more amusement than you imagine.”

He walked to the center of the green and beckoned for Rolf and the giant to approach. They strode over and faced one another before him. Rolf was well-muscled and obviously strong, but he was clearly no match in size or strength for his towering opponent. A wave of apprehension swept the crowd, but there was also growing excitement. The young challenger’s casual bearing inspired some confidence, however hopeless his prospects appeared. He even seemed to be suppressing a smile. Only Aramys knew Rolf’s true worth, but he still tightly gripped the rope in front of him.

The man repeated the ground rules and then produced from his pocket a small glass that he raised in the air.

“When the sand has passed through the glass,” he announced loudly, “one minute will have elapsed. The match will begin as soon as it is turned.”

“Hold up,” Rolf interrupted, no less loudly. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

The man lowered the glass slowly and paused. “Forgetting something?”

“Yes. You failed to ask me whom I represent in this contest.”

“Oh, a thousand pardons, Your Lordship!” the other replied mockingly with a deep bow. “In whose name do you challenge? Some overripe milkmaid, I would guess.”

“I challenge in the name of Prince Aramys and for Pallisar!” he cried and, turning to face the palace rising in the distance, raised his arm in salute.

This greatly pleased the onlookers, but the man merely scowled and lifted the glass again to begin the match. A hush fell over the crowd as the glass hung poised. Then, with a sharp snap of his wrist, it was turned. 

Before the man had even backed away, the giant sprang forward and lunged headfirst with all his force into Rolf’s stomach. He was hurled to the ground and the wind knocked out of him before he even knew what hit him. A shocked cry rose from the crowd. Aramys raised the rope and was about to intervene but then halted. Somehow he knew that Rolf would resent his interference. The move, though unfair, was not technically illegal and besides, in his rustic cloak, would any among these common folk believe who he was?

The giant, meanwhile, intended to waste no time in pinning his opponent. There was something about the looks of this one and his fancy talk that bothered him, and that made him furious. He stepped forward and dived, aiming to fall flat on top of him and thus end the match. But Rolf still had some wits about him and was able to roll aside, though in great pain, just in time. The giant fell with a grunt and a thud beside him, and got only a mouthful of sod for this trouble. The crowd cheered.

Rolf staggered to his feet and the giant quickly followed. They now circled facing one another, their arms and hands extended, each seeking an opportunity to strike.

“Hasn’t anyone ever taught you any manners,” Rolf asked breathlessly. “You seem a little rough around the edges.”

The giant didn’t answer, but only curled his lip and spat. Suddenly, he lunged forward again, thinking to wrap his arms around his opponent’s waist and drag him to the ground. But this time, Rolf was ready for him. He swiftly sprang back, forcing the giant to break his momentum. Then, before he could straighten back up, Rolf flung himself at his feet and rolled into him. The giant’s legs were knocked out from under him and once more he sprawled flat upon the ground, his face grinding into the turf. The crowd of onlookers roared with laughter.

The man with the glass eyed the escaping sand anxiously and shouted for his companion to get up. But it was no use. Rolf had sprung onto his back, a foot at each shoulder, and the giant could neither raise himself nor roll over beneath his weight. If he did manage to push himself up, Rolf had only to jump quickly up and down to flatten him back to the ground.

Aramys knew, as soon as Rolf had gotten up, that there was no more to fear. He cheered now along with the others and looked for the timekeeper, for he was sure the minute had passed. But the man and his glass were nowhere to be seen. Rather than pay the promised reward, he had evidently slipped away, unheeded amidst the wild cheering. 

Soon everyone noticed his absence and an angry murmuring broke out. Rolf looked up and understood at once. Knowing the match to be over, he jumped down from the giant’s back and began to brush grass from his arms and chest.

“Looks like your friend got called away all of a sudden. I don’t suppose you know anything about that.”

The giant lifted his dirty face from the ground and clumsily sat up. When he spoke, it was with some strange accent. “He can go to hell for all I care, and you with him.”

“So,” Rolf answered, “I see your manners are matched with fair speech. I only regret that I cannot stay and enjoy your charming company further.”

He walked over to the edge of the green to collect his clothes and was greeted with much praise and claps on the back from the crowd. It was generally agreed that the other man’s deceit was more than made up for by the sound thrashing of his companion, and everyone wanted to know who Rolf was and where he came from. But he only smiled and thanked them warmly, though inside he felt a little embarrassed by all the fuss. 

After a short while, he and Aramys began to move slowly away when something suddenly streaked past Rolf’s head. The crowd stood stunned as a large rock thudded to the ground nearby. Rolf swung around swiftly, and caught a brief glimpse of the giant’s back as he ran around a corner of a pavilion in the distance.

“A parting shot from our oversized friend,” he said, with a frown. “The last we’ll see of him or his companion around here I would guess, at least for a while. Those two are bound to come to a bad end. He can’t even throw straight.”

The crowd began to disperse, wandering off to explore other parts of the fair. Rolf pulled on his tunic and cloak and brushed through his hair with his hands.

“We should probably be heading back, Aramys. I could use a bath, for one thing. That fellow didn’t smell much better than he looked, and I don’t suppose I do either.”

Aramys grinned. “Well, you didn’t have to fight him.”

“What, and disappoint all those folks? Besides, we came to enjoy ourselves and I did it for your pleasure. But it wasn’t really a fight. A fight is what would have happened if he had hit somebody with that rock.” They laughed, and laying his hand on Aramys’ shoulder, they started off back toward the town and the palace.

A young girl with golden hair and wistful almond eyes watched them go. As they receded and eventually disappeared in the crowded fair, a wave of longing and disappointment engulfed her. She had recognized the prince at once, when she and her servant also drew near at the sound of the loud voice, and she had looked only at him, though the match engrossed all others. 

To her eyes, he appeared no less fair and noble in his rough spun cloak than on that recent day in the Great Hall, when he had stood in his royal raiment. She had been there with her father and brother, and the radiance of the young prince had pierced her heart.

Since that morning, he had filled her every thought. Now, to have seen him again so unexpectedly and so near, was like a miracle to her and a sign. As young as she was, little older than Aramys himself, she knew then that their destinies were somehow interwoven, even though she was but the daughter of a merchant and he the future king. One day, she knew, he would enter her life and they would be together.

But now he was gone. Quickly, she walked to one side and the other hoping to capture one last glimpse of him. It was too late. He and his squire had long since passed from sight. Soon, she would have to return home, far down the river Nara to Aven, and the thought of going away grieved her no matter what the future might hold. Henceforth, others would look upon him, hear his voice, and share his companionship, but she would not. She turned and looked upon the spot beside the green where he had stood, hoping to capture some lingering essence of his presence, and then sadly lowered her eyes.

Her servant, occupied with thoughts of her own, now approached. She was a large, middle-aged woman with a pleasant face and immaculately draped robe and wimple. She also looked toward the green, though none too kindly, and placed her hands upon her hips.

“Well, if that ain’t a disgrace! Such shameful goings on, and this being the prince’s celebration and all. I’m just glad he wasn’t here to see it, that’s all, though I don’t doubt he would have approved well enough with the way that brave young man carried his self. But oh, wasn’t he a handsome one, mistress? Those shoulders and those blue eyes! And such fine manners, too.”

The young girl said nothing but turned again in the direction of the palace. Its towers and great dome shimmered in the afternoon sun and was to her more beautiful than anything she had ever seen. What would she not give to be but a servant within those walls! It would be enough to glimpse him from afar and know that her daily toil was for his well-being. She sighed and wiped away a tear, for she knew that not even that was possible for her. And yet amid her sadness was kindled once again, beyond all reason, the absolute certainty that one day she would see him again.

“I shall wait,” she whispered.

“Did you say something, mistress?”

The girl started slightly as if aroused from a dream, and then turned to her companion with a thoughtful smile.

“Oh, yes, Lilya, he was indeed fair. But his eyes were not blue but gray.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Aramys stood straight up in his stirrups and swung round to glance behind him. His eyes narrowed with satisfaction. The long, sun-dappled path that ribboned back through the forest lay deserted. Rolf was nowhere to be seen. With a shout of triumph, he dropped back in his saddle and waited for his companion to find him.

Only once before had he ever succeeded in eluding Rolf’s close pursuit, though it was always an unspoken contest between them. On that occasion, Rolf’s horse had dropped a shoe and started to limp badly. This time, Aramys knew he had outdistanced him by his own skill. He sat patiently on his restless mount with his arms folded across his waist and a mischievous grin on his face. Rolf would never hear the end of this.
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