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An End to Wandering







The moment Fort Lasthall appeared at the far end of the dirt road, Jak halted with his barrow full of books.

For all his childhood, Jak had drifted from village to village. He’d slept beneath trees or in haylofts or sheltered ditches. He’d been a helper to a bootblack, a fetcher, and a costermonger, and all that before he was ten winters. He’d stayed in so many places, but he’d never thought of them as home. His books were his only possessions, and with them he’d wandered.

Then he’d heard about Fort Lasthall.

“The town of good fortune,” some called it.

“A relic of the old world,” a kindly hag had told him once, “untouched by the god-king’s Curse.”

“All roads lead there,” said many. “It’s the best place to live.”

Every time Jak heard about it, something stirred in his heart. It was like a whisper from deep within him. Fort Lasthall, it said. Go there. Go.

His childhood was coming to an end, and Jak was frustrated with having nowhere to stay for longer than a quartermoon. So he’d listened to the call. He’d traveled the smaller roadways and lanes, and all the while that stirring in his heart grew stronger. He journeyed even in the rain and went to bed wet, feeling for once that his path was leading him somewhere.

Finally, he was here. Yet now that he saw Fort Lasthall, he hesitated.

From this distance, the town was an indistinct jumble at the foot of the mountain called Tharrannor, a hidden world shimmering behind a veil of morning mist. Higher up, its outer wall curled along the mountain’s slope, into a forest thick with Northwood trees so dark their green looked almost black. Higher still, a stone cliff marked with holes seemed a hundred eyes…watching him.

Jak stopped. He was certain something from within those holes was beckoning—was the very thing that had called him here.

It was a ridiculous thought. Jak forced himself to keep moving. The day was yet young, and if he was quick, he would still have time to find work and, if he was fortunate, a roof over his head for the night.

A measure of dawn had passed by the time he arrived at a gateway in the thick outer wall. He passed through it, studying the buildings that towered around him, taking in the stillness of the morning. Birds wheeled in lazy circles above the rooftops. At the highest point of the Fort, an old castle with two towers rose up within an inner wall, joined by the wings of newer, abutting palaces. On the west, it was divided by a river called the North Thistle. Jak tried not to let his eyes wander higher, but they did anyway. Dark caves, opening into the white-capped mountain peaks beyond…Jak thought of the stories in his books.

How, beneath these mountains, they said, there was magic.

Jak passed through the huts and thatch-roofed houses of the outer town, toward a second wall where many squat buildings of stone huddled close. Here he could expect to find the smiths and shopkeepers, the most likely ones who would give him work as a helper or fetcher. Yet, as he moved—upward to the higher parts of the Fort, upward and closer to the mountain—there was energy in his limbs, an urge to turn and run.

“Run, Jak! There’s no time.” An image flashed into his mind, a woman’s face, melting like wax, her expression calm the whole time. A scream that was not hers, loud and shrill, coming from somewhere far away. It was an old memory, one Jak had tried to forget over the years.

He ignored it, just like he ignored the urge to run. He turned his attention to the buildings and the second wall that loomed closer.

He passed through a gate capped with a hammer-shaped keystone. A wide lane wove between high buildings that crouched together like bunched cloth. Jak gawked at the stone buildings here in the second ring, some of them four stories high. The air smelled wholesome, clean and mixed with the scent of hops and fresh baking. Children ran in the side alleys, laughing, and there was neither a beggar nor a thug in sight. Jak passed deeper into the Fort, sinking into a dreamy state as he followed the winding lane up and up.

He came to a large square, crowded with merchant huts and peddler tables. In the middle, a statue of some Annon lord held a double-bladed battle axe. The angle of its long shadow told Jak it was half a measure before noon. Beyond, where the lane continued, a building dominated the far side.

The high innermost wall rose up behind it. Jak imagined the royal quarters somewhere beyond, but from this angle he could only see the snowy white tips of the mountains. Yet the building that gathered here before the innermost wall, though not elegant, was lofty enough to seem like it belonged inside the wall instead: it rose three stories, with many wings, capped by a wide, sloped roof of varnished wood shingles in the Pikeland style.

Here, it seemed to tell him. That call, so strong now, froze him where he stood. The busy square and its late morning bustle receded and the building grew larger in Jak’s mind. Its many windows, small and intricately framed, and dark…they became eyes, just like those of the watchful cliff.

“Run, Jak!” the voice of memory urged.

The dreamy state was gone. Jak smelled not just baking and hops, but body musk, the brine of salt fish, the stink of midden. The hubbub of trade carried on in its clatters and drone of low conversation, but the eyes of many traders were on him. They seemed all lords in their cloaks lined with ermine or fox fur, their jackets of satin or leather, some even trimmed with velvet. Their hollow stares could have spoken: A foolish boy with a barrow full of books—who is this strange thing among us?

But the building loomed up above them all, still beckoning him. Jak pushed his barrow forward, ignoring the stares, ignoring his fears. He hadn’t come this far to let imagination get the better of him.

A fenced yard led to the far side of the building where a single story of plainer wood abutted it. The stable, most likely. This would be a good place for Jak to start. With the sheer size of the building, this had to be the home of someone wealthy. And where there was someone wealthy, there was always something to do in the stables.

Jak stopped before a varnished door. He knocked twice and got no answer. He almost knocked again, but across the lane, two men were watching him. Jak didn’t want to stand out as a troublesome beggar and attract the local patrol. He turned back to his barrow.

The door creaked open partway. A fat, sandy-haired boy peered out. He looked about thirteen winters. “Round to the left. The door’s open.”

Jak did as instructed, finding a large stable door that swung open with a slight creak. He wheeled his barrow onto the hard-packed dirt floor, met at once by the soft wicker of horses, the stomp of hoofs, and the scent of manure. On the left and right, the slatted stall doors were painted green, their marching line broken only once by an alcove full of buckets and sacks.

There was no sign of the boy who had opened the other door. Jak wheeled along slowly, taking in the beamed ceiling and its row of burning lanterns, the loftiness of just the stable itself. It could have been a palace for horses.

Jak stopped at the far end, before a short flight of stairs leading to the rest of the house. A wiry Pikelander descended, keeping his impressive height bent until he cleared the stairwell’s low ceiling. He had salt-and-pepper hair and a bushy mustache, and he wore tan trousers and a green vest with bronze buttons.

He took in Jak, then the books stacked in the barrow. “You seem lost, boy.”

“I’d like to find some work,” Jak said. The man lifted an eyebrow. “I can do anything you need, and I learn quickly.”

“How many winters do you have? Thirteen? Fourteen?”

“Twelve,” Jak said.

The Pikelander fixed Jak with an unreadable expression.

“I’m almost grown up,” Jak added. “Please, give me a chance. I won’t let you down.”

Many breathspans passed, the Pikelander’s expression one of deep concentration, as though the man were working out every detail about Jak.

“I’m Barrik,” he said at last. He nodded toward the stables. “The Prince of Axes arrived with his escort a candle inch before you, and now I’ve got a hundred steeds under my care. That’s a lot of horse shit, and plenty of work to get you started.”

Barrik directed him to the alcove with the buckets, pointed out a chute to the waste pit at its far end, then left Jak to his work.

Jak began right away. He rolled his barrow into the alcove, then fetched two buckets and a spade and started at the end near the stable door. There were dozens of stalls. In each he found dividers and two, sometimes three horses. Most were the common riverbred variety—bay or dun or buckskin. Some were the rarer black-red Mountain Chestnuts prized by travelers for their endurance.

For a building so large, Jak was surprised how quiet it was here. Sometimes, from up the stairwell, he heard a door slam, a metallic clatter, or muffled voices, but mostly Jak heard snorts and nickers from the horses, and the occasional soft stamp of hoof on ground. Jak could have been alone in this palace of horses—a world unto itself—and that made him even more grateful. Perhaps Barrik would let him sleep here, and he could hide away, work and go on living without worrying again, without having to find a new place to live. Perhaps Fort Lasthall was the home he’d hoped it would be.

Jak lost count of how many trips he’d made by the time he reached the far end of the row of stalls. He was just switching sides to work his way back when Barrik appeared.

“Dinner time. You must be hungry,” Barrik said.

Jak looked to the stalls. “I haven’t finished yet. I’m sorry it’s taking so long.”

“Nonsense. You haven’t stopped working for six measures of the day. Joe and Buck could learn a thing from you. All of them, for that matter.”

Jak followed Barrik up the stairs. They led to the servant quarters. Instead of servants though, Jak saw other boys busy in a large kitchen behind a half-door. His stomach rumbled at the smells of cooked meat and baking. Jak hadn’t eaten since his jerky at sunrise.

They passed down a long hall paneled with dark wood and came to a large room. Inside, about thirty or so boys gathered around a long, varnished dining table. They were all dressed in plain gray or brown clothing not so different from Jak’s weather-worn garments.

The only boy Jak recognized was the one who had invited him in from the side door. Most looked close to Jak’s age, but some were older. Two who looked the oldest, about nineteen or twenty winters, sat at the far end next to a high-backed, empty chair. Jak took a seat at the opposite end and Barrik left while other boys from the kitchen came in with trays of food.

Jak could not stop staring at the grand interior. There were glass chandeliers that one of the boys was lighting from a two-sided ladder. The ceiling beams were of rough wood, like a Pikeland Horsehall. Over the mantle of a black-stone hearth, a falchion hung between iron brackets, its blade sheathed in leather. Its pommel was made of a dark stone that the candle light shied away from.

Jak was quiet while the boys carried on in conversation with one another. His eyes kept coming back to the falchion, the way it had a strange solidness to it, the way the pommel drank the light. The way Jak was somehow here, now, in a strange house led by a mysterious man, eating dinner like a child in a noble family… Jak had entered a story from one of his books.

When all the food was set out, Barrik rejoined them, taking a seat in the high-backed chair next to the oldest boys. Everyone stopped talking. He drew out the silence for several breathspans before nodding, then dinner commenced.

It was a simple meal, but there was a lot of it: roasted beef flank, potato mashed with charred garlic, and turnips cooked in butter, and it came with a sauce one of the boys called “northern gravy”. Jak smothered his plate with it and relished the succulent flavors. This was the best meal he had ever eaten, and he didn’t want the experience to end. Jak helped himself to more. He ate and ate until he was past full, and still the trenchers on the table were mounded with meat and potato and turnip.

Afterward, Barrik reclined in his chair. Jak made trails with his fork through the leftover gravy. He was distinctly aware of how quiet the room had become, the jarring sound of wood scraping against earthenware…how everyone’s eyes were now on him.

“You never mentioned your name,” Barrik said.

Jak stopped his scraping and set his fork down. He looked only at Barrik. “Jak.”

“Jak? That all? A boy with nothing but a barrow full of books—you don’t strike me as one who would belong to a house. What about those who gave birth to you? Did they have a field name? Trade name?”

“I don’t have parents,” Jak said. “I mean, I’ve been wandering as long as I can remember. I don’t remember having parents. Must have left me long ago.”

Jak’s cheeks flushed. Uneasiness spread within as he felt all the stares, boys who, like the traders in the square, were trying to figure out what kind of strange thing was before them.

“I don’t mind sleeping in the stables,” Jak went on, staring down at his plate. “Food is enough pay, for whatever work you might need. And that reminds me—I’m only half done.”

Jak pushed his chair back to leave. As he did, he looked up and found Barrik studying him with the same strange expression from earlier.

“Tim,” he said.

“Sir?” This came from a thin boy with dark hair and rosy cheeks, about Jak’s age.

“Prepare one of the guest rooms. You can stay, Jak, as long as there’s work for you. Room and a meal, and freedom to come and go in the house. Like I said, you might teach Joe and Buck a thing or two about hard work.” He nodded to the two oldest boys on either side of him, and they both shot Jak not-so-friendly glances.

“I promise I’ll work hard,” Jak said, trying not to let the relief show too much in his voice. “Thank you.”

The boys broke into conversation as they stood to clear plates away. Barrik still reclined in his chair, fixing Jak with hard eyes. Jak wasted no time, following the boys to the washing bowl to clean his hands and face, then returning to his work.

Even after the final bucket of shit, Jak kept working. He strained the drinking troughs, and swept straw from the main path. He worked right up until bright-cheeked Tim appeared and told him his room was ready.

Jak followed Tim through more of the mansion’s vast interior. They came to a three-story open hall with balconies on the upper levels. Tim led him up to the third level and into a small room with a bed, hearth, and chair.

Jak stared in wonder at it, but that quickly turned to suspicion. He had been fortunate to find work, to now have a roof over his head, but this all seemed too fanciful. Maybe it was a trap. It was like a story Jak read often in The Adventures of Jundi, about the Enchantress who lured wanderers into a vast palace powered by her spells. Jak didn’t want to doubt—he wanted to believe—but still…

Tim chuckled, patting Jak on the shoulder. “That look—I know what you’re thinking. He’s not a Blackfriar.”

“What?”

“The Blackfriars? You really have crawled out from under a sea rock, haven’t you?”

Jak shook his head, indignant. “I know who the Blackfriars are. But I’m twelve winters, almost thirteen. I’m too old to be of use for the Blackfriars; and even if I wasn’t, Fort Lasthall was never touched by the god-king’s Curse. That’s not what I was thinking—” Jak took a deep breath. “This is all too good for me. I’m not convinced this is real yet.”

Tim patted Jak on the shoulder again. “You’re not alone in that. Barrik has helped many of us. Me, I was a bastard kicked off my father’s estate. Barrik found me and took me in when he was traveling through the hamlet where I’d settled. He does that for us all, puts us to work, keeps this house going. Of all the places you could have come, you picked the right one.”

Jak narrowed his eyes. “Who is Barrik? He cares for horses for one of Annon’s Princes. I expected lords and ladies and servants. But all I see is a mansion full of boys. I’m grateful, only…” Jak hesitated. He didn’t dare tell Tim what he had felt when he first saw Tharrannor, or the mansion, or the falchion on the wall.

Tim leaned in close and kept his voice low. “He looks after all the horses for Lord Demorrin. Think of this house as an annex to a grand stable for the royalty, or any noble guests who come through the town.”

“That seems an odd arrangement.”

Tim shrugged. “You should get some sleep while you have a chance. And you’d best know: don’t ask questions about Barrik. That’s the unspoken rule here.” He turned to leave, but stopped in the doorway. “My room’s three doors down, if you need anything.”

When he was gone, Jak closed the door, then took his coat off and sat on the bed. It had a real mattress of feather down, the blanket a heavy brown roughspun, and it was only when Jak sank down further into it that he realized how tired he was. And he wasn’t tired only from the long day of work or the journey here. He was tired from his whole life, from wandering, wandering…endless wandering.

But Jak fought the wave of sleep that came over him. This was not just the first night he’d slept on a feather mattress, it was also the first night he’d lay down without his books stacked next to him. He never went to sleep until he’d done that.

Jak fought to stay awake. Just a short rest. That’s all. Then he’d head to the stables and fetch his books…then he’d stack them carefully in a pile, The Atlas of the Heartland Realms on the bottom, as always.

He breathed deeper. Just a few breaths, just a few more…

Jak woke to the smell of strong coffee and the sight of Barrik at the door peering down at him in his strange way. Dawn’s amber glow painted the room’s lone window.

Jak sat up in alarm. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

Barrik held up his hand. “No need. It’s only first sun. I’ve got more work, if you want it.”

“Yes.” Jak stood and fetched his jacket.

“I’m glad you’re eager, but one thing. Today, when dinner comes, you’re done. A man shouldn’t work too much. Turns the soul to wood.”

That day, and the days that followed, Barrik set him in charge of cleaning the stables. There was plenty to do, until the Prince of Axes and his escort left. With fewer horses, Jak got his work done quickly, but Barrik always found other tasks for him. Sometimes he sent him on errands to nearby shops. Other times, he made Jak polish his boots—while he stood in them and loomed over him.

Every day when he was finished, Jak dined at the long table with the other boys, Barrik at the head in his high-backed chair. He got mostly silent looks from the boys, and sometimes glares, especially from the older ones. He soon put names to many of them. Sam, who did the cooking, and Gassy Wes, his helper. Yeller with his face full of angry pimples. Ned and Hal, who were eldest next to Joe and Buck. Gerry Slick, who always said crude things when Barrik was not around, and rat-faced Willy Fingers, who followed Gerry like a shadow.

Jak gathered his books in a crate and moved them to the guest room. He piled them up next to the headboard, and every evening after dinner he retreated to them. He never visited Tim, but Tim stopped by Jak’s room nonetheless, usually at the last measure of the sun. At first he came alone, but on Jak’s sixth day at Barrik’s house, he was accompanied by the fat boy who had answered the door the day Jak arrived.

“Everyone calls him Little Pig, but he prefers Pig for short,” Tim explained.

The boy smiled in response. He was very fat. He had two chins, and with his small Winelander nose, Jak understood the moniker.

Tim waved his hand dismissively. “Pig and I are friends. It’s been our only solace. No one is friendly here.”

“I’ve noticed,” Jak said. He was sitting on his bed, The Atlas of the Heartland Realms open at his side.

“Barrik has taken in many,” Tim went on, “gives us work to do. Really, it’s just a reason to feed us and give us a home. But it’s few who are actually grateful.”

“I’m certainly grateful,” Jak said.

Tim formed a half-smile. “Maybe we will all become friends.”

“Maybe,” Jak said.

Tim spoke more, but Jak’s mind was on the book he was waiting to read. He was glad when they left him to it.

More days passed, then it seemed whole quartermoons went by. Jak counted twenty days, then one whole moonspan. High Summer waned into Early Fall, then Late Fall came with cold that warned of a fierce winter. And still Jak had work. Soon he knew the names of every boy in Barrik’s household, as well as he knew the routes for his errands. He even had nicknames for some of the horses that belonged to Barrik, like Charley Longtrotter, the brown-spotted rouncey, who was Jak’s favorite to care for.
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