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Kenric’s father put a broad hand on his only child’s shoulder and squeezed gently. ‘I‘m sorry, son. Maybe it won‘t be too bad,’ he said.

Kenric nodded and took another bite from his breakfast bread. There was still a tiny puddle of soup in the wooden bowl, so he mopped it up and stuffed the hunk of bread into his mouth, for which it was slightly too big. Kenric had the hearty appetite of any tall, healthy teenage boy, but proximity to the King’s court had not yet done much for his manners. Proximity to the pigs in the garden seemed to have had more influence. 

‘Tredan himself will be showing me around.’ Tredan was Dragon Master, charged with the care and feeding of the ten dragons. He commanded a staff of more than twenty assistants. Kenric was about to become the newest. 

‘Tredan is a vicious swine,’ said Alden, frowning. ‘He has a rough tongue and is too fond of the whip. Do your work as best you can, son, and try to steer clear of him. He’s a braggart down the tavern but essentially a coward, and you may have enough of a reputation as a former soldier that he will be wary of you.’

Kenric almost winced at the words ‘former soldier’. Until yesterday, he had been a trainee in the King’s Guard, a role in which his father had served loyally for most of his life. The previous evening he had been told curtly that his services were no longer required and that henceforth he would work as a menial labourer in the dragon caves. This meant that the family had somehow fallen out of favour with the king, which meant more trouble to come.

’Kemshah is behind this, isn’t he?’

Alden nodded grimly. Kemshah was an advisor to the king. He had come years before with a delegation from some distant eastern land, but when his colleagues returned home, he had stayed. He had befriended the king’s son, Tobrytan and slowly but surely, the prince’s other friends, including Alden, were frozen out. 

These were terrible times. Prince Tobrytan had become King Tobrytan on the death of his father, good King Godwine, barely twelve months ago. He had promptly raised taxes and instituted harsh penalties for any who would not, or could not, pay them. Prisoners now occupied the previously empty dungeons. Misery prevailed in the land, and nobody spoke of good King Tobrytan.  

Brigstowe, the prosperous city which sprawled along the river beside the king’s castle, had dared to rebel two moons before. Brigstowe merchants made their wealth from trade with the continent and the Isle of Eirran to the west. The town sat at the confluence of two rivers, the Frome and the Avon. The Avon flowed out to sea through a high gorge to the west, and, as the position was highly defensible, a thriving port had soon taken root there. Wine, timber, fish and the products of many artisans were exchanged for the renowned wool of Wessex. Like any merchants, those of Brigstowe were fond of gold and reluctant to give it up, even to the king. So they led the rebellion against the new tax rises.  

To everyone’s astonishment, Tobrytan had used the dragons against them. 

Never before in the history of Wessex had the dragons been used against the king’s people. Always they were for defence, used solely against invaders from the other kingdoms that competed for power in Brettania, and then only as a last resort. Now a pall of gloom hung over the land. Folk spoke softly and tiptoed about their business, avoiding attention, believing that the King’s spies were everywhere.

More soup, son.

‘No thanks, father. I had better be going.’

Alden cuffed Kenric sharply around the ear, and the boy yelped.  He stood up and staggered back from the table, angry. ‘What was that for?’

His father stood braced as if ready for a fight, staring at him in a fury. A man has to be careful these days.

‘Oh.’ Kenric shook his head and eyed Alden cautiously, wondering if there would be another blow. He was taller than his father nowadays but still slender and without much muscle. Alden was a stocky man with thick, muscular arms and strong legs. In silhouette, he resembled a large beer barrel with limbs and a head. Rumour said he had been a formidable brawler in youth and one of the toughest soldiers in the king’s guard.  

In any case, Kenric respected him too much to fight back. ‘You didn’t say that out loud, about the soup.’

Alden shook his head. ‘I thought it. Be careful, Kenric! You’ll get more than a clout round the ear if the king gets to hear of your talent. Likely be burned as demon kin. Tredan, the dragon keeper, is pretty sharp. Mind how you go.’

Kenric nodded solemnly, aware that his father was right. ‘I’ll be mindful.’

#
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THE MUSTY ANIMAL SCENT in the dragon caves of King Tobrytan was strong but not unpleasant. Kenric stopped briefly as he went through the cave door, and the stink hit him in the nose almost like a blow. The doorway that allowed dragons admittance was twice the height of a tall man, the same measurement in width. Kenric had come through a smaller door set in the large portal on the right. As he paused, the attendant who had admitted him smirked. 

‘A bit whiffy, eh?’

Ahead of him, Tredan the Dragon Master looked back in annoyance then waved his flaming torch impatiently. ‘Keep up, boy.’ He was a stout, middle-aged man with a shaven head and long, black moustaches.

Kenric moved forward again, looking around all the time, trying to take in the surroundings of his new job. The cave was about three times the height of a man and extended forty yards back into the hillside. The doors were located in an area of meadow north of Brigstowe and fashioned for both humans and dragons. The dragons, gifted with the power of flight, usually came and went via the cave mouth, which was set high in the cliff wall of the Avon gorge. The large cave was home to all ten of King Tobrytan’s dragons. 

The place was in semi-darkness. Two rows of burning lamps set in tall stands provided slight illumination. They went right down the middle of the cave, marking out a path which Tredan now followed.  A little daylight filtered through from an opening high up in the roof, out of sight. The plateau over the cave was known as Dragon downs, or sometimes just the downs, and was located two miles from the king’s castle on a high promontory. Brigstowe sat in a basin, surrounded by hills.  

Tredan said, ‘I’ll take you to meet Old Battler first and see how you get on with him. He’s the pack leader and has been since King Leon’s day, and he’ll scare the breeches off you - ha!’

‘He might,’ muttered Kenric, then realised that Tredan had not spoken that last phrase, only thought it, but intensely enough for him to pick it up. Kenric remembered his father’s warning. The ability to hear the thoughts of others had developed alongside an increase in height and the deepening of his voice over the past two years. It meant he was a Thinker, and Thinkers were reviled and feared throughout the land, naturally. From the lowest peasant to the highest Lord, nobody liked the idea of someone hearing their most secret thoughts. 

Tredan continued to lead the way, and they arrived at an area of the cave, partitioned off by wooden screens about the same height as Kenric, not high enough to conceal the dragon within. It looked over the screens at them and growled. The great beast sat on the cave floor, so only his long neck and head were visible. The wings were out of sight, folded back against his trunk. Kenric had seen dragons before, from a distance, and knew they resembled a lizard with thick green, leathery skin. No lizard, however, was twice as large as a horse. Now he dared to look up and meet the dragon’s gaze. 

A thought sounded in his head.  +*&^^%^><~&.

It was not in any language he understood, but somehow he knew it was a language, not the vague, undefined emotions of an animal. It had coherence and a pattern. He stared hard at the dragon and thought hard, too, focusing on a single phrase.

Are you Old Battler?

The dragon’s head jerked. Tredan didn’t notice as he was watching Kenric and mistook his frozen position and fixed gaze for terror. He chuckled. ‘I knew Old Battler would scare the breeches off you, young one. I bet you’ve never been this close to a dragon before, eh?’

Kenric shook his head, only vaguely aware of the Keeper. 

A Thinker. We have not had a Thinker in here for quite some time.

Kenric almost jumped as his heart skipped a beat. The dragon had thought in his language!  He glanced at Tredan, but the man fiddled with a large metal ring set in the cave wall and seemed oblivious to what was going on between the dragon and the newcomer. Kenric noticed that a thick chain ran from the ring into the enclosure and suddenly realised that the mighty creatures were imprisoned. 

Old Battler followed his gaze and nodded slightly. We are not trusted.

Kenric could only shake his head. The dragons had fought for the king and his ancestors for two centuries, and he had presumed, like most of the population, that it was an alliance of equals, even friends. It was clear now that the dragons were coerced into service by some means. 

You are chained! Kenric registered his astonishment. 

The dragon growled, and Tredan gave it a concerned look. ‘What’s bothering you, Old Battler? Indigestion?’

It was not always so. In the old days, we were free to come and go and gladly served the noble House of Wessex.

Kenric had moved around to the open front of the stall now and could see Old Battler’s entire body. He sat, wings folded, looking docile and complacent. 

When did that change?

When King Tobrytan took the throne and began to oppress the people. We served reluctantly, but he found the means to force us.

Suddenly Tredan interrupted with a peevish shout. ‘Don’t stand there gawping all day, boy! Grab that shovel and wheelbarrow and get to work. In case you hadn‘t noticed, these dragons produce a lot of dung.” He laughed and twitched the whip in his right hand. 

Kenric moved slightly and saw a large pile of dung in one corner of the stall. He took a wheelbarrow that was up against the partition and a shovel next to it and then hesitated. ‘Where does it go?’ He feared he would have to wheel a full barrow, several full barrows, all the way back to the cave entrance. 

Tredan pointed. ‘There’s a chute over in the corner there. It goes down the face of the gorge to a dung pile at the bottom. The local peasants pay a fortune for it because it makes for wonderful crops, and the merchants trade any excess on the continent.  I sometimes think the dragons are as valuable for their dung as for their war skills.’ He pointed at the eldest dragon and laughed. ‘That great brute should be called Old Shitter.’

Kenric looked sideways at the dragon and listened. There was no clear thought coming from Old Battler, but he sensed amusement rather than anger at Tredan’s witticism. Of course, the chief dragon tender had no way of knowing his words were understood. 

Tredan pointed further down the cave where there were three more stalls, the dragons in them evidently asleep, for no sound came from within. ‘Clean out Old Battler and those three, and then you can go home. We’ll go easy on you as it’s your first day.’ He chuckled.

Kenric nodded, knowing full well that it would take him until evening to clear the four stables if the other dragons produced as much as the eldest. He did not see this as going easy on him. Still, that gave him plenty of time to ’talk’ with Old Battler and perhaps the other dragons too, a chance to find out what they thought about the present unhappy situation in Wessex.
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​Chapter 2
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Wulf did not like challenges to his authority, but he knew they were inevitable, especially when food was short, like now. Outlaws expected their chief to succeed in getting provisions at the very least, even if loot was not immediately available. The men were hungry, and Yrre had decided this was an appropriate time to make his play for leadership. Wulf had long sensed the big man’s ambition and had been expecting the challenge for a while, so it was no real surprise. The timing was right. Wulf had never been so unpopular as now; his men reduced to eating rabbits and skulking about the forest, constantly dodging the king’s endless patrols. Many had deserted, leaving him with a hard core of six old colleagues. Two were good friends of Yrre and wanted him to win; two were indifferent; two were loyal supporters of Wulf but would switch allegiance if he lost the challenge. They would have no choice.

Wulf knew his strengths. He was handsome, charismatic, and a devil with the women. Also agile, strong and brave enough to fight well and win the respect of men. Yrre was bigger and stronger, he admitted to himself, as they circled each other warily in the forest clearing, both clutching sharp daggers. Yrre was bald with a big, hooked nose and slightly protuberant eyes of a startling blue.  Several old scars showed on his naked, muscular torso. Now he grinned evilly.

‘I’ll make it quick, Wulf. I’ll be merciful. You did your best for us, after all. It just wasn’t good enough.’

‘You’ll do better, of course.’ 

‘I’ll be harder,’ growled Yrre. ‘You relish too much your popularity with the fools in the kingdom, Wulf. The people have very little left by the time they have paid the king’s taxes, and so we starve because you are too soft to take from them. Let them starve! The strongest survive; that is the way of the world.’

It was a sunny afternoon but cold. The other six outlaws, spectators, sat in a widely spaced circle around the combatants. Old Ramm chewed his bushy moustache and frowned in concentration, weighing up his chief’s chances. Ramm was a giant bear-like figure, the strongest man in the group and perhaps the strongest in all Wessex. He supported Wulf. So did Colby, a small, thin man with lank, black hair who was a wily, sly thief and expert pickpocket. Orphaned at the age of ten, he had fended for himself and mistrusted everyone except Wulf. 

Ro and Moran were Yrre’s drinking cronies and shared his taste for cruelty, so they were on his side. Ro was a big man who shaved his head in emulation of his hero. Moran was a short, stocky fellow with a fat belly that was rapidly shrinking in the current hard times, one reason he favoured a change. 

Perry and Scand were brothers, both of average height and non-descript appearance - which was an asset for an outlaw. They were like chameleons matching their background. They could blend easily into crowds and escape notice. Wulf reckoned they preferred him, just. He was well aware of each man’s allegiance and knew that they would all follow Yrre if he won. You could not, after all, follow a corpse. 

He circled warily. A few patches of snow underfoot, unthawed from a fall a few days earlier, made the ground slippery in places. At the southern end of the clearing was a large boulder, and there were smaller stones scattered around. This was to be a knife fight with no holds barred. Anything a combatant could use to his advantage was allowed. There could be no appeals afterwards about broken rules or cheating. 

Dead men did not make appeals. 

Yrre suddenly sprang forward and thrust his knife directly at Wulf’s chest, a bold, decisive move. Wulf slipped sideways to the left and, with his right arm, which wielded the knife, slashed at his attacker’s bicep. A small wound opened. First blood to Wulf, but it was nothing much, no vein or tendon severed. 

Yrre cursed and withdrew. Being first to attack was not always a good sign, for it implied impatience and perhaps a loss of nerve. Being the first to shed blood was not good either. He was well aware of both these facts, as was Wulf, who now mocked him.

‘The leadership is not easily gained, Yrre. This is not my first challenge, you know.’

‘It’s your first for years,’ his opponent growled. ‘You’ve gone soft, weak. You’re more concerned with your hero’s reputation among the poorest than with feeding your band and getting loot.’

Wulf nodded solemnly. ‘Perhaps. I will not rob starving people when there are still fat artisans and fatter merchants ripe for the plucking, and as long as I lead, neither will anyone else.’

‘Lead no more then!’ Yrre sprang forward again with his knife arm thrusting out. Wulf stepped sideways again, this time to the right. But the other man had fooled him. There was no weight behind Yrre’s thrust, and when Wulf moved, he shifted his stance and swung out with his left arm, all his power behind it. His big fist crashed into the side of Wulf’s head, and the outlaw chief went down like a felled oak. 

Flat on his back, he looked up at his would-be conqueror, who stood over him, body leaning forward and legs spread apart. Yrre reversed his knife so that his thumb was on the end of the hilt, ready for an overhand stab.

‘Die, Wulf!’

‘No.’ 

The outlaw chief kicked out with both legs and struck Yrre hard in the ankles. The big man lost his balance and pitched forward helplessly, eyes wide with surprise. Using his left hand, Wulf caught his opponent’s right wrist deftly and yanked it sideways so the knife would miss. At the same time, he bought his own knife up, thrusting at the big man’s chest. Yrre’s momentum made the blade bite deep. He writhed and kicked furiously for a few seconds, choking, gasping in his death throes as the knife sank into his heart. Then his feet kicked spasmodically one last time, and he was still. 

Grunting, Wulf slid out from under his former colleague and turned him over. Contemptuously he wiped his blade on the dead man’s tunic, then stood up and faced the rest of the men. 

‘I lead. Agreed?’

They nodded silently with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Wulf knew that Ro and Lucan did not like his policy of not robbing the poorest, as Yrre had not, but they were too weak to confront him face to face, and he relied on Ramm to watch his back. However, Ramm had to sleep sometimes, and so did he. As long as the men were not happy, the band itself was imperilled, for those who dared not challenge directly could quickly desert. Yet, there were few pickings to be had in the current challenging times and no easy ones. Merchants always pleaded poverty, but King Tobrytan’s new taxes had hit them hard lately. The artisans, skilled, useful people who had managed to accumulate some wealth in the past had none now. The poor peasants and farmers barely eked out a living, and the rapacious tax-gatherers ruthlessly took any surplus they had in Wessex’s new regime. The taxmen got a percentage of anything they could garner, a strong incentive to collect as much as possible. There was simply no money or loot anywhere. 

No, he suddenly realised. There was as much as ever, but it was all gathered in one place. 

Ramm rose from his position and ambled over to the fallen Yrre. He stroked his great red beard thoughtfully as he regarded the corpse then turned to the chief.  ‘I suppose we should bury this cur.’

Wulf nodded and turned to Ro and Moran, who were now shifting their feet nervously and looking at the ground, not daring to meet his eye. ‘You two, grab a couple of spades and dig a grave for this brave man. At least he dared to fight for what he wanted. You won’t dig very deep in this ground, so make a cairn of rocks over him to keep the animals off.’

Ro and Moran did not reply but scurried to their horses, tethered a few yards away, and extracted spades from their saddlebags. Ramm had a waterskin lying nearby and now offered his chief a cup for refreshment. Wulf threw it back in one gulp and wiped his lips. 

’By God, I’m sick of water. I could use a good drop of ale.’

’So could we all!’ agreed Ramm enthusiastically. ’You’re in charge, so how are you going to get us some.’

Wulf suddenly sat down with his back to the giant boulder to the west of the clearing. He held up the cup, and Ramm refilled it with water. This time he sipped it. 

’I’ve been pondering the matter, old friend. Times are hard for almost everyone. Even the fattest merchants have little left, and that bit is closely watched or kept in secure places. The craftsmen are hungry, and the peasants practically starve. Only one house in all the land has the money to help us meet our needs.’

The others, except for Ro and Moran, who were still busy digging, had gathered around now to listen to their chieftain’s words. Ramm frowned in puzzlement. ’And what house is that?’

Wulf pointed south: ’The House of Wessex.’ 

Perry and Scand looked at him and blinked in surprise. Colby smiled and looked interested and amused. Ramm gaped at him, mouth open, but managed to speak after a few seconds. 

‘The king! You plan to rob the king!’

Wulf shrugged. ‘No one else has any money left.’
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A week had passed at the dragon caves, and Kenric had learned a lot. As he was superbly fit, the actual physical labour of shovelling and wheeling was no real strain for him. While his body did that, his mind had been in almost constant communication with Old Battler and the other nine dragons, who were amazed and pleased to have a Thinker in their midst once again. Such a thing had not occurred for two generations. However, they quickly got used to the idea and soon regaled him with complaints about his species, especially King Tobrytan. Finally, Old Battler had to remind them, quite forcibly, that Kenric was innocent in their troubles. 

Kenric had learned that the dragons were all females apart from Old Battler. They laid eggs once every two centuries, for they were long-lived creatures and had done so recently. The dragons were herbivores and ate a lot. Usually, they grazed in the great forest in the northern area of Wessex, miles of lush woodland, teeming with life. In the olden days, they had been free to fly there twice a week. Now they were chained in their stalls and fed on hay. Even though they were older now and needed less food, it was not enough. They were hungry and miserable and longed to fly free as they had before. All this they made very clear to Kenric. 

But King Tobrytan had their eggs, so they had to obey. 

He had obtained them by deception. 

One day the king had launched a bold raid into Mercia, a neighbouring kingdom. The king of Mercia had responded with an assault on Wessex, and Tobrytan had called out every single dragon to fight the enemy. Old Battler told Kenric that he had wanted to leave one female behind to look after the eggs, but the King had sworn solemnly that Wessex was sorely imperilled and needed every dragon. The eggs would be safe, he said. 

The forces of Wessex had won the battle easily, but when the dragons returned to the cave, their eggs had vanished. Their rage was formidable, but King Tobrytan didn’t stick around to see it. Instead, he had left a trembling guardsman to inform them that the eggs were now in a safe place under the protection of the king, and they must obey the king’s orders if they wanted the eggs to stay safe. 

Kenric remembered the day when the dragons had raged and bellowed and flown in menacing circles around the castle in a terrifying display. The people had been awed and shocked. Few people knew the reason for it at the time. Now he did.  Eventually, the dragons had gone quietly back to their caves, for they knew King Tobrytan had their eggs, and they were stymied. They could not risk the destruction of the next generation of their species. 

The next day the chains were installed, and they were no longer allowed to roam in the forest. A month later, Brigstowe rebelled against the new taxes, and armed men had marched towards the castle. Tobrytan sent the dragons out to crush them. It was the first time in the long history of Wessex that a king had ever used the dragons against his own people - a black day. 

Not all of this was news to Kenric. He had seen the dragons circling the castle and screaming in fury that day. He had known about the rebellion and been as shocked as everyone else when Tobrytan used the dragons. However, he had not known the reasons behind these events. He had not known either, for it was a secret known only to a few, that the dragons had lain eggs.  Kenric had known little more than the ordinary people, who could hardly distinguish one dragon from another and had only the vaguest notions about their age. To them, Old Battler and his ilk were awesome, superior, almost godlike creatures who helped the king when Wessex was threatened by the barbarian states nearby. 

Now Kenric walked home. The sun was setting, and there was already a chill in the air. Spring was imminent but had not yet sprung, and the days were still short. Other people were heading home too because, in the darkness, no work was possible. Alden's cabin was in the grounds of King Tobrytan's castle, about two miles from the dragon caves, a good half hour's walk. His father had once lived in apartments within the castle, as befitting a captain in the King‘s guard and a respected friend of the prince. Officials assigned him a new home in the grounds months before. No reason given, but that was the first sign of disfavour. Kenric had enjoyed the comforts of the apartment and had made friends with the other children who roamed the castle in those happier days under King Godwine.

His particular friend had been Willa, a girl, daughter of a nobleman. Like all good children, they had often been unheard and sometimes unseen, which had given them free access to many areas. As a result of childhood games, Kenric probably knew more of the back corridors, unused chimneys and servants’ entrances in the old fortress than anyone.

He missed Willa. When Kemshah had become a power in the land, her father had retired from his place and court and now resided quietly in his country residence. Willa had gone with him. He was glad they were safe. Tobrytan was an unstable ruler, and there was no telling who might be his next victim.  

Kenric arrived at the small wooden cabin and pushed the door open, expecting to find his father already home as usual. Retired now from the king’s guard, Alden worked as a blacksmith in the castle and did not have far to come. He was not at home, but his absence did not alarm Kenric. Alden might have stopped at the tavern for a mug of ale. 

His son coaxed the embers of the fire into life and slung a cooking pot filled with water over it. He began to prepare vegetables to make a stew. There was some meat but not much. The fire soon warmed the cabin, and the smell of cooking was pleasant. Kenric looked forward to a quiet evening.

There was a knock at the door. Kenric opened it and saw Mother Aefre, who lived nearby. An old woman, she was so short and hunched over that her face was level with his belly. She darted a glance over her shoulder, then pushed past him quickly, almost knocking him down, and shut the door with a thrust of her gnarled old cane. 

Kenric looked at her with raised eyebrows. Her appearance was as usual, for Mother Aefre: a black hooded gown belted at the waist, black sandals and a grim expression, the wide thin-lipped mouth under the long hooked nose turned down. 

'Something wrong?' he asked. Mother Aefre was a forthright character who had never been averse to whacking him around the head with her cane when he had been young and mischievous. Even so, she was a good friend of his father and deserved respect. Her long-departed husband had been a member of the king’s guard alongside Alden and had died in fierce battle defending his Lord's person. That meant she was held in very high regard locally. 

'Everything's wrong,' she replied curtly. 'Bolt the door.'

'I'm expecting father.'

'Bolt the door, boy!' she hissed fiercely. 'I've got something to tell you, and I don't want any unexpected interruptions. 

Obediently he placed the heavy wooden bar across the door, nestling it in the metal hooks on either side. Mother Aefre pulled up a stool and sat down beside the fire, then spoke again, more calmly. 

'Come over here, lad. My old bones get cold this time of year, and I don't want to talk too loudly. I have some bad news.'

Kenric drew up another stool and sat opposite the old woman. 'Father will be home soon, Mother Aefre. Wait 'til he comes, and then you won't have to repeat your news.'

She looked at the floor and grimaced, then looked up again and met his eye. 'Alden won't be home tonight, Kenric.'

'Oh.' He was surprised but not especially alarmed. 'Has something happened? Trouble at Uncle Russell's house or...'

'Your father's been arrested, boy.'

'Arrested!'

'Ssssh!' She put a finger to his lips and glared at him. 'I could get in trouble just for telling you. We live in strange times now, and the king's spies are everywhere. Keep your voice down.'

Kenric's hands trembled, and he took several deep breaths. His head swam, and the room seemed to shift under his feet as if the cabin was flying through the air like a dragon. After a few seconds, he regained some self-control, but there was a tight knot of dread in his stomach. Finally, he managed to speak.

'Why would father be arrested? He's not a criminal?'

The old woman sighed. 'No, but he's been accused of treason, and that's enough.'

'Treason!' Kenric remembered to keep his voice down but hissed the word forcefully. 'Dad is no traitor.'

'Of course, he isn't. But these days, even the accusation is enough to get you in trouble. Someone with a grudge has reported that he made certain remarks in the Bull's Head one night, remarks unfavourable to King Tobrytan. Such a thing, even if true, could pass unnoticed in days gone by, but the king has become very sensitive to criticism lately.'

'Probably because there's so much of it,' said Kenric bitterly. 'And with good reason.'

She looked at him sharply. 'Keep such sentiments to yourself, boy, or you'll be in the dungeons too.'

At the mention of the king's gaol, Kenric stood up and began to pace the room anxiously. He had never seen the cells beneath the castle, had no reason to, but had heard gruesome tales of damp, rat-infested squalor. Even the gentlest of kings wasted no money on comfort for prisoners. The thought of his beloved father in such straits made him clench his fists in frustration. 

'What can we do?'

Mother Aefre looked into the fire and sighed. 'I don't know. Thanks to the high regard in which my late husband was held, I still have some friends in the castle, but they are old men and have no influence over the new king. I might be able to get your father a bit of extra food, which will keep him alive at least. However,’ she hesitated, ‘they say he is due to be executed in three days.’

'Three days!’ Kenric gasped. 

The old woman nodded. ‘I’m sorry, lad.’

‘We have to do something!’

She looked at him. What can we do? A useless old woman and a powerless young lad.

Kenric nearly replied before he realised she had not spoken out loud. Did he dare tell her of his gift? No. Mother Aefre was a good friend of his father, but he did not know her well enough to trust her with that secret. 

He sat down again. 'Who would have accused dad?'

Mother Aefre's face got a stern look, and Kenric realised that she would be a fierce enemy despite her age and frailty. 'I don't know for sure. I intend to find out. One hope of getting Alden released would be if the accuser retracted his accusation, said it was a case of mistaken identity or something. It's not much of a chance. Your father is generally well regarded around the castle, having served the House of the Wessex loyally all his life.' She reached out a gnarled hand and touched his knee. 'Don't give up hope, Kenric.'

'I won't - yet.'

She stood up. 'As well as finding out who made the accusation I need to find out who decided to arrest your dad. If it was someone of high rank, the action might be hard to reverse. They will lose face.'

Kenric gazed thoughtfully into the fire. The smell from the broth was even more tempting than before, but he had lost his appetite. 

'I must be getting on,' said the old woman. 'I plan to visit the Bull's Head tonight and do a bit of sniffing around.'

'I'll come with you!'

'No.' Mother Aefre was quiet but stern. 'Your anxiety and concern are written all over your face, boy, and everyone will know why you're there. Then ale will loosen your tongue, anger will get the better of you, and you'll surely join your father in the dungeon. 

I'll go. But if I find out anything, you'll be the first to know.'

Kenric almost trembled with frustration. 'There must be something I can do!'

The old woman looked thoughtful. 

'Perhaps there is. There is an old friend of your father who might be able to help. I have heard he is not far from here at the moment, hiding somewhere in the great forest.'

Kenric was puzzled. 'Who?'

'Wulf, the outlaw.'

The boy's mouth opened in surprise. 'Wulf the outlaw is a friend of dad's?'

'Yes. He was a friend of Tobrytan too.' 

Kenric remembered that his father had a good friend called Wulf, but he hadn’t seen the man for years and had no idea that the outlaw Wulf was the same person. It was a common name.

'But he's the most wanted man in the kingdom. There's a huge reward for his capture.'

'I said he was a friend of Tobrytan.' The old lady got a distant look in her eyes as one does when fondly remembering better times. 

Kenric frowned. 'I'm meant to go back to work in the dragon caves tomorrow. I shouldn't go wandering off into the forest looking for Wulf.'

Mother Aefre gave him a measuring look. 'You want to go to work for King Tobrytan while your father lies in his dungeon?'

'No, but...' Kenric could not tell her about the dragons, about the rapport he was building with them and the ancient secrets he was learning. He shook his head. 

'I'll head for the forest at first light. Wulf will probably cut my throat.'

She shook her head. 'Tell him your Alden's son, and he'll make you welcome.' She opened the door and vanished into the night without another word.

Kenric settled in for a long, lonely, anxious evening at home. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 4
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Alden woke up, and the stench of the dungeon filled his nostrils immediately, a foetid damp odour that carried in it the stink of urine and despair. He rolled over in the thin layer of straw on the hard, stony floor and felt the pain in his leg, the leg damaged in the service of the king‘s father, he recalled bitterly. The room was almost dark, just one guttering oil lamp in the corner, providing a morsel of illumination. There was nothing much to see except a single large rat in the corner, keeping its distance. The stone chamber was about ten feet by six feet, hardly room to lie down. Minutes earlier, his food had been rudely pushed through a hatch in the door, and there was a chamber pot to be handed out once a day at the same time. He looked at the hunk of bread and the lamb bone with little meat on it but had no appetite. He had not, at least, been manacled to the iron rings fixed to the wall. He had a little prestige left in Wessex. 

It wasn’t much. Not with three days left to live. 

Pride supposedly comes before a fall, but Alden had never been a proud man. As the son of a court official, he had spent his boyhood in King Godwine’s castle but so had many others. It had been his good fortune to share lessons with Prince Tobrytan and to make friends with the heir to the throne who was, at that time, an amiable and charming youth. Together with Wulf, he and the prince had hunted and fished in the great forest. As they aged, they had discussed the charms of several young maidens, in the manner of healthy, growing young men. They had discussed theology, philosophy, matters of state, history and the policies needed to preserve a kingdom surrounded by other hostile realms eager to expand.  Yet now Alden languished in a dungeon, and he had no doubt who was to blame. 

Kemshah, the mysterious sorcerer from the east. 

Alden looked at the vermin sharing his cell and thought about the vermin now running the state. He smiled at the rodent. 

‘Well, Mister Rat, you see now how fortune is a fickle maiden. My last days are spent with you. ‘He picked up the wooden bowl and gnawed at the bone. Chewing the tough meat, he winked at his companion. ‘It was not always so, Mister Rat. Once I supped with princes.’

#

[image: ]


ALDEN WELL REMEMBERED the day when Kemshah had first arrived at the court, a junior member in the entourage of a visiting ambassador from distant Andya. The men at the Wessex court, both old and young, had been highly amused by the exotic robes, bejewelled fingers and heavy scents of the ambassador. Such trappings were a sign of exalted rank, for others in the delegation had similar but less flamboyant apparel. Kemshah had been the most modestly attired, a slim youth in plain dark clothes. He had also been the quietest man in the delegation, and it had seemed to Alden, even at the time, that he was the odd man out. The others did not talk freely with him and seemed to regard him with an air of suspicion. However, he soon entranced Prince Tobrytan. 

Gold was the lure, of course. Even back then, Tobrytan had a yen for that glittering symbol of wealth and luxuries. His father was a prudent, frugal man who kept taxes low by living a simple, hardy life at court, well within the state budget. Sons, it is said, always rebel against their sire’s ways, so Tobrytan early developed a taste for luxury, for soft beds, fine robes, and above all, for gold and jewellery. To a degree, this came from his mother, Lady Juliana, who had similar tastes and was somewhat indulged in them by the King. 

Alden remembered the day well. He, Tobrytan and Wulf had been out hunting and had returned to the castle with a young buck that Wulf had brought down with an arrow. From a young age, Wulf had been the best archer in the king’s court and probably in the kingdom. Alden was skilled with the great war axe, and the Prince and Wulf were about evenly matched in swordplay. It was a bright, warm summer afternoon, and the three were in high spirits as they came in through the castle gates. The following day was a feast day which meant there would be no lessons, so they were looking forward to a pleasant evening in Tobrytan’s quarters with good food and perhaps a drop or two of ale.

They rode cheerfully into the grounds where the castle minions worked in their various shops: the bakers, the butchers, the armourers, tailors and so forth. They had just paused before the stables when a darkly clad youth from the Andyan delegation stepped out in front of them and raised a hand in greeting. 

’Hail, Prince Tobrytan.’ He favoured Wulf and Alden with a polite nod, probably not knowing their names. ’Good hunting today, I see.’

Tobrytan dismounted in one smooth motion and handed his horse’s reins to a stable boy. He nodded acknowledgement to the other man. ’Good enough...Kemshah, is it? My friend Wulf here brought down the buck, but I had worn it out with my chasing first, so it was an easy shot.’

Wulf had also dismounted and made a mocking bow to his prince. He had been clad, Alden remembered, in his usual outfit of green jerkin and breeches, which made him almost invisible in the forest. ’Naturally, I can’t take all the credit for it’s true that the buck did run from the prince, probably mistaking him for a forest fire.’

Alden had laughed, for Tobrytan wore a fine red doublet and hose that did stand out boldly. Alden himself usually wore a light blue top and black breeches. Another stable hand took his own steed, and he turned to the foreigner politely. ’Where is the rest of the Andyan entourage today?’

Khemshah’s face bore a mournful expression. ’The older men are ensconced with King Godwine discussing matters of trade which are too serious for a youth like me, so I am left to my own devices.’

Tobrytan had always been generous. He slapped the foreigner on the shoulder and said, ’Come with us, good fellow. The hunt is finished, the day is done, and we retire now to my quarters for some food and ale. We would be glad to hear tales of the mysterious east. It will spare us Wulf’s boasting about what a great archer and mighty hunter he is.’

Wulf bowed again. ’I merely bought the deer down, an easy shot after your Highness had scared it half to death with his loud red garments.’

Alden covered a laugh. The prince was not too proud but knew his station, and only Wulf dared to mock him in this manner. Certainly, Alden himself never tried it. 

Kemshah said, ’Thank you, prince. I would be glad to share your evening. Perhaps I could entertain you with some simple magic tricks.’

So they all returned to the Prince's luxurious quarters where soft recliners were set by tables well loaded with food and drink while rich hanging tapestries on the walls not only portrayed scenes of old battles but also kept out the chill evening breeze. Kemshah performed simple tricks, pulling a handkerchief from Alden's ear, making coins vanish and amusing the trio with a deck of cards. He also talked a little about Andya, his homeland. They discovered that it was an ancient civilisation with a strict hierarchy where manners were highly prized, and any slightest insult to a superior was punishable by torture and death. The highest in the land were treated almost like gods, by his account, and the lowest were less valued than a good horse. 

Kemshah addressed the Prince. 'We do not have the frank honesty between master and subject that I have seen here', he said, sipping at a cup of water, for he had politely declined ale. 'Your friend's remarks earlier about your scarlet clothing,' he nodded at Wulf, 'would probably have earned him a spell on the rack back home if anyone were so foolish as to make such a remark to a Prince of your rank. Still, perhaps your ways are better.' He did not sound convinced. 

'It sounds like an...' Alden hesitated. He had been about to say an evil place but did not want to insult the Prince's guest. 'It seems your land is very different', he concluded lamely. 

'At least a Prince gets respect there', said Tobrytan. 

'We all respect your highness,' said Wulf quickly. 'Of course, there are different ranks in any society, but our faith teaches us that all men are but men - humble before the one God. It seems odd to treat a few as demi-gods and most of the rest as lower than animals.'

Kemshah shrugged easily. 'We believe that men die and are reborn time and time again. If they are reborn as lower castes, it indicates that they led bad lives in the past. If they are reborn as higher castes, they led good and worthy lives. The soul is eternal but finds a newborn to move into after death, though perhaps there is a time lapse in between. Our theologians are not certain. Yet some men claim to remember previous lives.'

'It is not that way here,' said Wulf carefully. 

Prince Tobrytan was bored by religion. 'Perhaps God operates differently in different lands. Who knows? My principal concern is, was and ever will be with this life.'

'That is probably the best approach', agreed Kemshah smoothly. 'But surely your highness has everything he could desire here.' He waved to indicate the luxurious quarters in which they sat. 

Tobrytan frowned. 'You would think so. But I am still obliged to obey my father's wishes, and at times his ministers can thwart my desires.'

Kemshah raised an eyebrow. 'How so?'

The prince hesitated, so Alden explained his latest frustration. 'His highness desires to have a new stable built exclusively for his own use and to keep in it the finest steeds in the kingdom.'

'He is a prince,' said Kemshah. 'Surely this is possible?'

'Regrettably,' said Wulf dryly, 'many of the finest stallions are already owned by the king’s knights. One, in particular, a great black beast, is not for sale, or at least the price of it is greater than prudence allows. The prudence here is that of the chancellor. He refuses to find funds for this, calling it an extravagance, and the King agrees. Our prince is thus frustrated in his desire.'

'It's not fair!' said Tobrytan, and for a moment, seemed about to stamp his foot like a spoiled child. 

Wulf shrugged and gave the Prince a look that would certainly have had him whipped in Andya. 'Even the king's son can't have everything he wants, Tobrytan. Even the king can’t when it belongs to another. Would you help yourself to other men's wives as well as their horses if they took your fancy?'

'I want the best horse in the kingdom,' said Tobrytan. 'Am I not the best horseman?'

'Probably,' conceded Wulf. 'I am the best archer hereabouts, but I don't cry out for the best bow.'

'You are not a Prince,' said Kemshah. 

Wulf shot the dark man a dirty look, but Tobrytan nodded in agreement. 'Our honoured guest talks sense.'

'In Andya, you would have the finest of everything, your highness.'

'We are not in Andya,' said Wulf sharply, 'and I, for one, am very glad of that.'

Alden noticed the way Kemshah looked at Wulf and knew that his friend had made an enemy. However, the smooth young man quickly hid his expression and turned back to Tobrytan. 

'Perhaps, your highness, there is some way in which the chancellor might be persuaded to see things your way. What sort of man is he? Old? Young?'

Alden spoke quickly, mainly to prevent Wulf from making any more sharp remarks. 'The chancellor is in middle age, a contemporary of the king, so about forty years old.'

'A man still with some of the vigour of youth,' said the Andyan, stroking his narrow chin thoughtfully. 'Is he married?'

'Yes, he is married,' said Tobrytan, 'for twenty years now. His wife is a rather stout but good-hearted woman liked by all. He is not a bad fellow, Egbert, and he runs the state’s finances well. Taxes are kept low, and the people are content, but I do think the royal household could be allowed a little more extravagance now and then.'

Kemshah frowned and shook his head. 'This is a very strange land. The people are happy, but the prince is not! Surely the people exist to serve the prince. You are lord over them, not they over you. You should be happy!'

Tobrytan slapped the table with the flat of his hand. 'Bravo!' 

Alden looked grave, and Wulf looked deeply annoyed. 'The young man from Andya is very persuasive, your highness, but I think on sober reflection', he looked pointedly at Tobrytan's empty flagon, 'you will realise that the happiness of the people makes for a better kingdom.'

'Our religion frowns on excess and luxury', said Alden, taking Wulf's side tactfully. 'The ruler is the ruler, and subjects are subjects, but we are all men, and all men are equal in the sight of God.'

'Aye. The princes are not demi-gods, and the subjects are not animals,' said Wulf forcefully. 'If Andya is as you describe it, then I don't much care for your country, Kemshah.' He set down his tankard and stood up. 'Your highness, with your permission, I will leave now. My bed awaits.' He bowed low. 

Tobrytan gave him a bare nod. His eyes were cold. 'Go.' He flicked his hand dismissively. 'You too, Alden. I would converse a little with our guest in private. His philosophy intrigues me.'

Wulf stalked out of the room without another word, and Alden recalled that relations between him and the prince had not recovered after this episode. Indeed, they had soon worsened considerably. Alden himself would have preferred to remain and continue to participate in the discussion as a counterbalance to the wily Kemshah, but if the prince dismissed you, that was that. Alden was conscious of his relatively low status in the royal household. Wulf was from a noble family of ancient lineage, related to the king and on an equal footing with the prince, which was why he dared to argue. Alden was Tobrytan’s cousin but of a low ranking family. 

So Alden bowed gracefully, nodded politely to the guest and made his exit. As he closed the door behind him, he could hear the Andyan speaking. 'There may be a way to get the better of this chancellor, lord Prince. Every man has a weakness.'

Alden had not slept well that night and ever after regarded it as the beginning of the corruption of Prince Tobrytan. It may have been a coincidence that Egbert's eldest son, a nice lad but not very skilled with sword and bow and not very learned in the military arts, was appointed as the prince's personal bodyguard, a remarkable elevation in status for him that made his father swell with pride. Tobrytan glowed with pride too when he mounted the fabulous black stallion that Egbert bought with money from the state coffers and kept in the new stable block that had been similarly funded. The king was glad to see his son happy and trusted his old friend, the chancellor when he said it was all affordable. And Kemshah decided to stay on at court for a prolonged visit when the rest of the Andyan delegation returned home. Tobrytan had persuaded the king that he would make an excellent tutor because of his broad knowledge of the world. 

#
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’THAT’S MY STORY, MISTER Rat, and the story of Brigstowe, too. A rat from Andya has corrupted our Prince, and I share a cell with you, accused of treason. I’m to be publicly executed in three days.’

He threw the bone in the corner and the rat pounced on it eagerly. 

’I hope Kenric stays away.’  
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​Chapter 5
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Kenric slept fitfully that night but was up early in the morning as Mother Aefre had suggested and rode his horse out into the wild forest south of Wessex. His steed was a great chestnut stallion called Arod, a gift from King Godwine. The horses roamed in the great moorlands in the south of the kingdom. The king’s guard was famed for their skill as cavalry, so the test of manhood was to break a horse. Kenric had broken Arod at the age of fourteen, slightly earlier than usual. At six foot, he was taller than the average lad of his age and much stronger too. He had been assured of a place in the king’s guard and happily served his apprenticeship, training in martial skills. That was before he had been banished to the dragon caves to perform menial labour. His father had once been among Prince Tobrytan’s closest friends, but since Kemshah came on the scene found himself more and more ignored, then retired from the king’s forces and moved out of the castle. And now he rested in the king’s dungeon, awaiting death. 

Kenric thought of Kemshah and grimaced. The magician, he was called by everyone. He had come out of the far east from the mysterious land of Andya. Little was known of his country except for vague legends and dark rumours. He had been part of a small entourage led by an ambassador from that far land. Kemshah was a junior member of the group but had put on a spectacular magic show for the king in the Great Hall. He had sawn a woman in half and made a man disappear, pulled long cloths from the ears of astonished knights and lit torches with a click of his fingers. The old king had been mildly impressed, but Kemshah had quickly gained the ear of Prince Tobrytan and soon became his boon companion. When the entourage left after a few weeks, Kemshah had stayed. He seemed in no hurry to go home. Last year the old king had grown sick and had died a few months later. Tobrytan became King, and there were high hopes in the land, for it was rumoured that he was a wise and generous prince. Unfortunately, he had changed. 

Kenric rode along a forest trail. The morning was foggy, visibility limited. The usual sounds of the woodland were muffled by the damp atmosphere, which also seemed to seep into his clothes. His bones were cold, his hands near-frozen in the clawed grip he held on the reins of Arod. His breath was vapour before him. There were many trails in the forest, kept clear by the constant passage of hunting parties, either the kings or one of his retainers. Occasionally the paths widened out into a clearing, and some of these bore evidence of old campfires. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BRIGSTOWE
DRAGONS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





