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ONE


LAVAN Chitward hated his mother’s parties at the best of times, and this one was no exception. When the Guildmaster of the Cloth Merchants’ Guild beckoned to him, he unconsciously hunched his shoulders, assuming he was about to receive yet another homily on hard work, his third for this particular party.


“Here you go, lad,” the Guildmaster said, shoving a parcel at him.


Lan gaped at the squarish package in the Guildmaster’s hands as the babble of partygoers rattled on around him. Words stuck in Lavan’s throat, uncomfortable and sharp-edged. Oh, gods. Now what am I supposed to say? He was already nervous enough before this guest of his parents singled him out; this only made him more self-conscious. Lavan flushed, forehead sweating, and could only stare at the so-called “present” that middle-aged, red-faced Guildmaster Howell was holding out to him, and tried to think of a response. Any response. Well, maybe not any response; if he said what he really thought, his father would skin him.


“Uh—this is—you really shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble, Guildmaster,” he managed, his stomach churning, as the older man thrust the package at him with hands from which traces of dye would never disappear as long as he lived. The skin was faintly blue, but the nail bed was indigo, giving Lan the unsettling impression he was taking a package from a corpse. The Guildmaster shoved the packet into Lavan’s reluctant fingers and let it go, forcing Lan to take it or let it fall. And much as he would have liked to let it fall, he knew that he would never hear the end of it if he did. He fumbled for it and tried not to show how little he wanted it.


His hands closed around it convulsively, and the cloth package fell open, revealing a set of cloth-merchant’s tools. There was a lens for examining fabric closely, a rule to determine thread count, a small pair of scissors, other things—exactly what he’d dreaded seeing.


“It was no trouble, no trouble at all!” the Guildmaster said heartily, the corners of his eyes wrinkling as he smiled. “I’ve outfitted six of my own youngsters for the cloth trade, after all, and I can’t think how many others I’m not even related to!” He clapped Lavan heartily on the back, and Lan tried not to wince. “I’ll be seeing you in and around the Guildhouse before too long, I’ll warrant! Just like your big brother!”


“Ah—” Lavan mumbled something and ducked his head, his hair dampening with nervous perspiration; as he’d hoped, the Guildmaster took his reluctance for shyness, and clapped him on the back again, though a bit gentler this time.


The Guildmaster moved on then, to socialize with the adults, sparing Lavan the task of trying to thank him for a gift the young man didn’t in the least want. A quick glance around the crowd in the drawing room showed him that no one was paying any attention to him at the moment, so he hastily rolled up the bundle of tools and shoved it under the cushions on a settle. With any luck, it wouldn’t be found until morning, and the servants would assume it belonged to Lan’s older brother. He rubbed his damp palms against the legs of his trews and straightened, looking about him. What would Lavan do with a bundle of cloth-merchant’s tools, anyway? He didn’t know what half of them were used for!


Nothing, that’s what. And I don’t want to either. I don’t want to do anything with cloth but wear it.


In fact, he intended to escape from this gathering as soon as he dared. All of the first-floor rooms of this town house were packed with his parents’ guests, all of them important, none of them younger than thirty. It was too hot, too claustrophobic, too loud; the cacophony of voices made his ears ring. The house seemed half its size and it wasn’t all that big in the first place, compared with the house Lan thought of as “home,” back in Alderscroft. This party wasn’t intended to entertain anybody under the age of twenty, anyway, even though the stated reason for it was for the members of the Needleworkers’ and Cloth Merchants’ Guilds to welcome the whole family to Haven. Lan’s mother Nelda and his father Archer were already well known to the members of their Guilds. In spite of living in a village a hundred leagues from Haven, their successes had brought them to the attention of nearly everyone in both Guilds in the capital long before this move. This gathering was supposed to be an opportunity for their children to mix and mingle with the real powers in their parents’ Guilds, and hopefully to attract the attention of a potential master to ‘prentice to. Samael, Lan’s older brother, was already apprenticed to one of their father’s colleagues; the other children were of an age to be sent to masters themselves, or so Nelda and Archer kept telling them. No child would be apprenticed to his own parents, of course; a parent couldn’t be expected to be objective about teaching him (or her). While an oldest son and heir might eventually join his parents in the parents’ business, it wouldn’t be until he had achieved Mastery or even Journeyman status on his own.


The bare idea of working with his father, even as an equal partner, depressed Lan beyond telling. And this party was just as depressing. He could hardly wait to get out of there. Every passing moment made him feel as if he was smothering.


Sam, Macy, and Feoden could and would more than make up for Lavan’s absence. They wanted to be here, hovering around the edges of conversations, respectfully adding their own observations when one or another of the adults spoke to them. He only needed to look as if he was circulating long enough for the party to get well underway and the ale to loosen tongues and fog memories—then he could escape.


So to speak. He couldn’t get out of the house, but at least he could go somewhere he wouldn’t be interrogated by people he didn’t know and didn’t want to know.


He pretended to busy himself arranging and rearranging the platters of food on the tall buffet near the windows, watching the reflections in the window. His hair clung unpleasantly to his forehead—it really was horribly warm in the room, but it didn’t seem to bother anyone else. The many, tiny diamond-shaped panes broke up the reflection into an odd little portrait gallery of the notables of the merchant community of Haven. Lavan didn’t know most of their names, and couldn’t care less who they were; his attention was on their reactions, their expressions. He was waiting for the time when things were relaxed, and people weren’t paying any real attention to anything but having a good time.


As the party continued and mulled wine and ale flowed freely, faces grew flushed and less guarded, voices became a trifle louder, and conversations more animated. At that point, Lavan figured it was safe for him to leave.


Just to be certain no one would stop him, he picked up an almost-empty platter of pastry-wrapped sausages and took it with him, heading in the direction of the kitchen. If anyone who knew him saw him, they’d assume he was being helpful.


The kitchen was overly full with all the extra servers that his parents had hired for the occasion. They barely had room to move about, edging past each other with loaded platters held high overhead, and he simply slipped a long arm just inside the door, left the platter on a bit of empty counter space, and made a quick exit up the servants’ stair just off the hall that led to the kitchen. This was quite a “modern” house, unlike their home in the country, one that wasted space on hallways rather than having rooms that led into one another. There was one between the kitchen, the pantries, the closets, and the rest of the first-floor rooms. The hallway delineated the boundaries of “masters’ territory” and “servants’ territory” and for some reason that fact brought a tiny smile of satisfaction to his mother’s face every time she looked at the hall.


Lavan was grateful for the hall; it allowed him to get into the upper stories without anyone at the party spotting him. He didn’t go to his room on the second floor, though—he’d be far too easy to find there. Instead, he headed for the attics up above the servants’ third-floor rooms.


It wasn’t likely that anyone would look for him here. The previous occupant of this town manor had taken all of his rubbish with him (or sold it off to rag pickers), and the current occupants didn’t have much to encumber the space. Lan’s mother had seen to it that the attics had been scrubbed out as thoroughly as the rest of the house before the family moved in, so dust was at a minimum. All that was up here was the stuff that had been too good to leave behind, but wasn’t immediately useful. Here were the few articles of valuable furniture—as opposed to the country-built stuff they’d left behind—that didn’t (yet) fit anywhere in the house or which needed repairs that hadn’t been done. The rest was bales and boxes; the heavy woolen blankets, featherbeds, furs, coats, and clothing packed in lavender and cedar chips awaiting the cold of winter, and the oddments that had been given to the family by important friends or relatives that were too hideous to display on a daily basis but no one dared get rid of.


Lan opened the attic door and stepped softly in; it was very dark, and he took a moment to let his eyes adjust to the gloom. At last, he had come to a place where the air was comfortably cool, and the sweat quickly dried on his forehead and the back of his neck. The scent of strong soap mixed with herbs still lingered in the air, and the gable windows glowed with the light from the party lanterns in the rear and the streetlamp in the front. The sound of the party was a dull drone up here, but the hired musicians in the garden were actually easier to hear than they’d been in the drawing room.


Avoiding the dim bulk of the stored furnishings, Lan reached the nearest window without mishap. Once he opened the window and flung himself down on a pile of featherbeds and comforters, it was rather pleasant up in the attic. Or, at least, it wasn’t as bad as it was downstairs.


He could hide out here for as long as it took for the party to end. Although once the noise began to ebb, he knew he’d better sneak back downstairs again, and pretend he’d been there all night.


I wish I could hide out here forever.


He closed his eyes and listened to the music. It wasn’t what he would have chosen himself, of course; it was rather old-fashioned and played in a manner that suggested the musicians themselves were well aware that they were only there to provide a kind of pleasant background to conversation. Innocuous, that was the best word for it. Lan didn’t much care for innocuous music, but he wasn’t the one paying the minstrels’ fee.


As his father so often repeated, the one who paid the musician had the right to call the tune. However, that old saw was repeated with a sidelong, meaningful glance at his middle son.


Lan’s stomach knotted up again. As if I would ever forget. …
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NO one noticed his defection, or he would have heard about it over breakfast. He kept quiet as Sam bolted his food and headed off to his work with Master Iresh, and as his younger sibs chattered excitedly about the important people who’d taken notice of them. Lavan muttered something about the Guildmaster in response to a direct question, but let Macy and Feodor take center stage. They chattered with animation about all the important people who had spoken with them, and Nelda nodded approvingly.


Lan’s food was as tasteless as bark and loam. He ate without speaking and left the table almost as quickly as Sam had, retreating to a window seat just off the lesser sitting room where he hoped he would be sufficiently out of the way to be ignored or forgotten. In a few moments after he had settled in, the door to the street opened and closed—that would be Feo, going to join their father. Macy’s footsteps faded off in the direction of the workroom, where she would toil diligently and happily on embroidery or lacemaking for the rest of the morning. Though she was only fourteen, her work was good enough that she won praise from everyone who saw it.


Now if Mother is just thinking about them and not about me as she gets ready to leave. …


No such luck. He heard his mother’s footsteps, but didn’t turn to look at her, hoping she still might ignore him. “Lan?” she said, and when he didn’t respond to her call, she repeated “Lan?” in a sharper tone that warned him not to pretend he hadn’t heard.


Lavan looked away from the window toward his mother, a dull apprehension making him clench his jaw—not that he’d been really looking outside. There wasn’t that much to look at; just the tiny little kitchen garden of their town house, surrounded by a high, stuccoed wall to separate their minuscule yard from the neighbor’s equally minuscule yard. But it was better than staring out the window in his room, which opened out to a charming view of the blank wall of the neighbor’s town house. And anyway, the servants would be in his room cleaning for another candlemark. He couldn’t take refuge up there until they’d gone because they’d just chase him out again with their dusting and sweeping.


“Shouldn’t you be doing something?” Lavan’s mother asked, her brows knitted with irritation. Her frown deepened when he shrugged, unable to think of an acceptable answer.


Nelda had kept the splendid figure of her youth, and either through luck or artifice her auburn hair showed not a strand of gray. She was dressed for a meeting of the Needleworkers’ Guild, in her fine, russet-brown lambswool gown trimmed with intricate bobbin lace of her own making and design, the sash of her office as Guild Representative of five counties so covered with embroidery that there was not a single thread of the original fabric showing. Lavan had taken very little care with his own clothing, in no small part as a kind of act of defiance. Trews and tunic claimed from his older and taller brother had once been black, but had faded to a washed-out gray, and he wouldn’t let his mother redye them. He was afraid if she got her hands on them, or any of his clothing, she’d make them … cheerful. And cheerful was very far from the way he felt since the move to Haven.


His mother was clearly torn between what she saw as her duty to her son and her duties to her Guild. She hesitated, then solved her dilemma by snapping, “Well, find something!” as she hurried out the door, the heels of her scarlet leather boots clicking on the wooden floor.


Lan turned back to his contemplation of the garden, but he pulled his thin legs up onto the window seat and pulled the curtain shut behind him, cutting him off from the rest of the second-best sitting room.


Find something? She wants me to find something? And what is there for me to do around here? Since moving to the town house in Haven, there was nothing to occupy Lan’s days. Back home—for no matter what his parents said, this place would never be home to him—he’d had friends, places to go, things to do. Riding, hunting, and fishing mostly, or shooting at targets. Just hanging about together and talking was entertaining enough, certainly more entertaining than listening to Sam natter about the exciting doings in the dye vats. Back when he was younger, that same gang of boys had played at being Heralds or Guards, at fighting the Karsites or capturing bandits. The last couple of years they’d abandoned the games, but not each other. Now there were races to be run, game to chase, rivers to swim, and that was enough for them.


Then Mother got made Guild Representative, and Father couldn’t get us out of the country fast enough. Lan’s lip curled at the recollection. No matter how his children felt about it, Archer Chitward had ambition to be more than a simple country cloth merchant. At least in part that was why he had negotiated the marriage with Nelda Hardcrider, the most skillful needlewoman anyone in their area had ever seen. With her skill, and his materials, he reckoned she could make herself into a walking advertisement for his goods.


Lan knew that was what he’d thought, since he’d said so often enough. His mother didn’t seem to resent being thought of as a sort of commodity, in fact he sometimes wondered if the negotiation and speculation had been as one-sided as his father thought.


He stared out the glass window at the sorry substitute for a forest—a stand of six dwarf fruit trees, an arbor covered with brambles and roses, which would later yield fruit and rose hips, and gooseberry bushes, all neatly confined in wooden boxes with gravel-covered paths between, for a minimum of work. The rest of the garden was equally utilitarian; vegetables in boxes, herbs in boxes, grapevines trained against the wall. The only flowers growing there were those that were also edible.


With an intensity that left a dry, bitter edge around his thoughts, Lan longed for his wild, unconfined woods. In all of Haven he had yet to see a spot of earth that had been left to grow wild; every garden of every house around here was just the same as this one. The only variations were in whether or not the gardens were strictly utilitarian or ornamental. The parks around which each “square” of town houses were built were carefully manicured, with close-cropped lawns, precise ponds or fountains, pruned trees, and mathematically planned flowerbeds.


He wanted his horse. He wanted to saddle up and ride until he found a tree that wasn’t pruned, a flower not in a planned planting, even a weed. But that was impossible; his horse had been left back in the country. There was no stable here, and even if there had been, he would not have been allowed his horse. The two carriage horses the family had brought with them were kept in a stable common to the square, and cost (as his father liked to repeat) a small fortune to keep fed and cared for. Only the nobly born could afford to keep a riding horse in the city.


He could have hired a horse to ride—there was a stable with horses for hire and a bigger park to ride them in—but what was the point of that? You weren’t allowed to take the beast any faster than a trot, you had to stick to the bridle paths, and the riding park was just a bigger version of the tiny park of their square. Riding in the park was nothing more than a way for girls to show themselves off for young men, and young men to assess the competition. It wasn’t even exercise.


Lan hated Haven; he had since he’d arrived, and he hadn’t seen anything yet to change his mind. But he was in the minority, because the rest of his family had taken to life in the city with the enthusiasm of otters to a water slide.


His mother was at the Guildhouse every day, her daughter with her at least part of the time. Lan’s younger sister Macy took after her mother in every way, and it looked as if Nelda would be handing the reins of her position in the Guild over to her daughter when the time came that she wished to step down. Macy adored every facet of city life, and so did Lan’s younger brother, Feodor. Feodor tagged after their father the way Macy trailed behind Nelda, absorbing every aspect of the business of a cloth merchant as easily as a towel soaked up water. Lan’s oldest brother Sam wasn’t even in the equation—he spent so much time at his Master’s that Lan scarcely even saw him.


A proper little copy of Father, he is, Lan thought cynically. And how nice for him that is. Same for Feodor. They never got into trouble just for existing; they never got the long looks of disgust or disappointment. Not once. Back home, that hadn’t mattered; Lan was out at dawn and not back until dark, and if his parents were disappointed in him, at least he was able to avoid them.


Why can’t they just send me back home? he thought longingly. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t afford it, not with all the silver his father was throwing around lately. They kept saying that it was time he grew up and took on some responsibilities and made something of himself….


Why? Highborns don’t have to! There are plenty of people with well-off parents who aren’t expected to go out and “make something of themselves.”


The only thing he really wanted to do was out of the question, of course. Given a choice, he’d have entered the Guard. He knew he rode well enough to get into the mounted troops; he certainly didn’t fancy marching for leagues and leagues on his own two feet. He rather thought he’d look good in the Guard uniform of dark blue and silver, and it was an admitted magnet to attract pretty girls, or at least it had been at home. Even foot soldiers got attention when they passed through Alderscroft.


The one and only time he’d mentioned his ambitions, there had been such an outcry he hadn’t dared say anything about it again. And without family support—well, he could pretty much forget about getting into the mounted troops, at least for a long while. If you brought your own horse and passed the riding trials, you went automatically into the cavalry, but if he didn’t have family support, he wouldn’t have a horse. And he wasn’t so desperate that he cared to just run off and join the ground troops.


Definitely not. Without some weapons’-training, real training with a Weaponsmaster, he’d go straight into training with that most basic of front-line weapons, the pike. It would be months before he got his hands on a bow or an edged weapon, and all his time would be spent on grueling marches and drills.


I might as well be a woodcutter, it would be as much work and more interesting.


And anyway, he couldn’t even run off to join the Guard for another two years. Even if he lied about his age and identity, his parents would probably find out where he was and drag him home again.


Nobody would believe I was sixteen anyway. Skinny and lanky he might be, but he was also undersized. He didn’t even look fourteen. Feodor looked older than he did, and was certainly taller.


Of course, as his father pointed out constantly, a lack of height didn’t matter to a merchant or a Guildsman.


By this time he had brooded himself into a truly black humor, and the moment he heard the housemaids come giggling into the kitchen for their late breakfast, he bolted up the stairs for his room, now carefully polished and scrubbed, any trace of him erased. He took a perverse pleasure in pulling the curtains shut on the morning sunshine and undoing their work by casting himself on the bed, boots and all.


He closed his eyes, nursing his bitterness in silence, wishing that he could will himself back home to Alderscroft.
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HE didn’t realize that he’d dozed off until he started awake to find his mother shaking him and the curtains pulled wide open again to admit the midday sun.


“Wake up!” she said crossly, the dreaded frown lines making deep creases between her brows. Her face, a perfect oval framed by the braids she wore wrapped around her head, was the very portrait of parental annoyance. Her hazel eyes narrowed with suppressed anger. “When I told you to find something to do, I didn’t mean to go take a nap! Here—”


She thrust the same forgotten roll of tools at him that the Guildmaster had forced on him last night, and Lan suppressed a groan. Was he never to be rid of the blasted thing?


“Did you hide this in the cushions last night?” she accused.


He blinked and began to dissemble; she cut him off before he’d gotten more than a word or two out. “Don’t bother to lie,” she said acidly. “You do it very badly. You did. It’s just a good thing that the Guildmaster thought Feodor was older than you—he offered to take Feo as his ’prentice, so Feo can use these, and he won’t be offended to see that you’ve given Feo your present.”


Relief must have shown on his face, for his mother’s lips tightened. “Tidy yourself and get downstairs. Your father and I have something to tell you.”


She clattered out of his room, and Lan’s relief evaporated, replaced by dread.


Oh, gods, now what? Was he going to be ‘prenticed to someone after all? His heart plummeted, and with cold hands he straightened his tunic and swept his hair off his forehead.


Feeling as if he were going to his doom, he plodded down the stairs and into the lesser sitting room where he could hear his mother and father talking.


They both looked up as he entered; his mother still had that tightly-closed expression around her mouth, as if her lips were the opening to a miser’s purse, but his father looked less grim. Archer had a milder temper to go with his gray-threaded, tidy chestnut hair, but today there was a sense of sadness around his calm, brown eyes, and his square jaw was set in a way that suggested it would not do Lan any good to argue with the fate planned for him.


Lan took deep breaths, but still felt starved for air.


“Sir,” he said, suppressing the feeling that he ought to bob like a servant, but keeping his eyes down. “Ma’am. You wanted me?”


“Sit down, Lavan.” That was his father; Lan took a seat on the nearest chair, a hard, awkward thing that was all angles and a little too tall for his feet to lie flat on the floor. That was the signal for his father to rise and tower over him. Lan’s chest tightened, and he truly felt as if he couldn’t breathe. “I was hoping for all of my sons to follow in my trade.”


“Yes, sir,” Lan replied in a subdued tone of voice, going alternately cold and hot, a feeling of nausea in the pit of his stomach. I’m going to be sick, I know it. …


He looked up through his lashes as his father looked down at him and sighed.


“Well, having two of my offspring take to the trade is more than any man should expect, I suppose.” Archer shook his head. “Lan, have you any idea what you propose to do with yourself with the rest of your life?”


His feeling of sickness ebbed, but he started to sweat. “Ah—” Don’t say that you want to go into the Guard! he cautioned himself before he blurted out the truth. That was not what Archer wanted to hear. “I, ah—”


“That’s what I thought.” Archer looked back at his wife, who grimaced. “You know, in my day, you’d have found yourself packed off to whatever master I chose to send you to. You wouldn’t have a choice; you’d do what I told you to do, as I did what my father wished for me.”


“Yes, sir.” A tiny spark of hope rose in him. Did his father have some other plan? Whatever it was, could it be better than being sent off to some miserable dyer or fuller? Unless—he—oh no—not a temple—


“If you were lucky, I’d have sent you to be a priest,” his father continued, echoing Lan’s unfinished thought. “There’s some that would say it’s the proper place for you.”


“You’d at least be serving your family if we did,” Nelda said acerbically. “Which is more than you can claim now, lolling about in bed most of the day and glooming around the house doing nothing the rest of the time!”


“Superfluous” sons and daughters were often sent to one temple or another; the sons of the highborn were the ones that became the priests that were ultimately placed in the best situations. The rest took what they were assigned, normally poor temples in tiny, isolated villages in hardscrabble country or in the worst slums of the cities. Their families were greatly praised, of course, and it was generally thought that they incurred great blessings from the god or goddess of their choice for sending one of their blood to serve.


Lan gulped back alarm and forced himself to keep his eyes up. If he read his mother’s words aright, he wasn’t being sent to a temple either.


“You’re luckier than you deserve,” she said after a pause, sounding very bitter and resentful of her son’s good fortune. “And your father is kinder.”


“Now, Nelda, the boy isn’t bad,” Archer admonished. “He’s just a bit adrift.”


“You aren’t home enough to see,” his mother replied, “or you weren’t, back in Alderscroft. Running off with those ne’er-do-well friends of his, never coming back until all hours, and the gods only know what he was up to with them—”


“Nothing that anyone ever complained about,” Archer retorted, a sharpness in his tone showing that he was getting weary of his wife’s complaints. “No one ever said anything to me about Lan getting into mischief.”


“Well, they wouldn’t, would they?” Nelda muttered, but there wasn’t much else she could say beyond that. No one had ever complained to her about Lavan’s behavior either, as Lan well knew, because no matter what he and his friends got into, they always made sure it wasn’t where anyone would see them.


Archer turned back to his son, and rewarded his wary hope with a faint smile. “Times change, more so here in Haven, maybe. We’ve got another place for you, and you can think the Collegia for it.”


“I’m going to the Collegium? But I’m not—”


He wasn’t a Bard or a Healer, and he certainly wasn’t a Herald! But his father laughed and shook his head.


“Na, na, not to the Collegia—that’s for the highborn, not for the likes of you! Or at least, not unless you show some kind of genius, my boy, and since you’ve not shown anything so far, I rather doubt you’re going to start now! But it’s the Collegia and the way the highborn send their younger sons and sometimes daughters there for extra learning that made the Haven Guilds think something of the kind was a good place for our younglings.” He cocked his head to the side and took in Lan’s baffled expression. “You’re going to school, lad.”


“School?” Now he was more confused, not less. He knew how to read, write, and cipher, so what more could he possibly learn? “I’ve already been to school.”


“Not like this, you haven’t.” Archer settled back on his heels and tucked his thumbs into his belt, looking as proud as if he had thought of the idea of this “school” himself. “This is the school all of the Trade Guilds in Haven put together. You’ll be going beyond what the priest at Alderscroft could teach you—history, fancy figuring, oh, I don’t know what all else. And the schoolmasters will be testing you, seeing what it is you’re good at. When they’ve got you figured, they’ll be finding a Master for you to ’prentice to; something you’ll fancy more than clothwork, I reckon.”


“You’ll start tomorrow,” Nelda stated, narrowing her eyes, “And you should be thanking your kind father for such a blessed opportunity.”


“I am—I mean, thank you sir,” Lan replied, still in a daze, and not quite certain if this was something to be glad about, or otherwise. More schooling? He hadn’t been particularly brilliant at bookwork before….


But as he continued to stammer his thanks, he evidently sounded sincere enough to satisfy both his mother and father. They dismissed him, and made no objection when he went back to his room.


He stood beside his bed in the open window, staring at the blank wall of the neighbor’s house, close enough that if he leaned out, he could touch it. The wall seemed an apt reflection of his state of mind.


Only one thought was at all clear.


Now what am I getting into?





TWO


ONE of the manservants woke Lan at dawn the next morning, gave him barely enough time to dress, and chased him downstairs. While the sullen fellow stood there with his arms crossed, tapping one foot, Lan threw on the first things that came to hand—his tunic and trews from yesterday. His mother waited for him at the foot of the stairs, and eyed him with patent disfavor.


“Get back up there and put on something decent. You don’t have to make people think we’re too niggardly to clothe our children properly,” she ordered sharply. “And get your hair out of your face. You look like a peasant.”


He straightened abruptly with resentment, but didn’t feel up to a verbal joust that he’d only get the worst of, since most of what he would like to say was likely to bring on some sort of punishment. Instead, he stalked back upstairs with his spine making a statement of irritation and did as he was ordered. He rummaged through his wardrobe, changing into tunic, shirt, and trews of his father’s best white linen and indigo-blue wool, and slicking his hair back with a wet brush.


And if something happens that I get this stuff dirty or scuffed up, I’ll no doubt hear all about my carelessness.


His mother gave him a brusque nod of approval when he descended again, and allowed him to proceed to the breakfast table. The sun was just at the horizon as the servants placed his food in front of him, for once in company with Sam as well as his father and mother. Samael didn’t have much to say this morning, and Nelda ate quickly, leaving the table before any of the male members of the family. Lan had the distinct feeling that once she had made certain that he wasn’t going to disgrace her in the way of his appearance, she felt that her duties had been entirely discharged.


Towering over his brother, Sam nodded at Lan as he shoved his empty bowl and plate away, reached for a last hot buttered roll, and stood up. Sam had his father’s height, his mother’s handsome looks with auburn hair and hazel eyes, and a gentle patience that couldn’t have come from either parent. Lan often wished that Sam had more time for him; he had more confidence in Sam’s temper than that of his elders. “Good luck today, little brother,” he said as he headed for the door himself, giving a quick shake of his head to get his own red-brown hair out of his eyes and a sympathetic grin at his sibling. Sam’s clothing was a utilitarian dark gray, so as not to show dye stains, and it was a bit worn at the hems; Lan couldn’t help notice that he and Sam had been dressed almost identically before Nelda had made Lan change.


But Mother never says anything about him looking like a peasant.


“Get another helping while I finish,” Archer ordered, his long face wearing an expression of solemn satisfaction with his meal. “I’ll take you to the school myself today; after this, you find your own way.”


So Lan took an unwanted roll and slowly picked it to pieces while his father worked his way through porridge and eggs and bacon, hot rolls, and small ale. His emotions were so mixed at this point that he couldn’t sort them out. They blended into a general tension that had him ready to spring up like a startled hare at the least provocation. In contrast, Archer was at his most stolid and phlegmatic this morning, moving so slowly and deliberately that Lan wanted to scream.


Finally, at long last, Archer waved away the hovering servant offering yet another helping, and pushed away from the table. Lan leaped up from his place causing Archer to make a sound that could have been a smothered chuckle, perhaps at what he thought was Lan’s eagerness. “Come along,” was all he said, though, and Lan followed his father out the front door and onto the street.


They walked side-by-side, not talking. Lan was very much conscious of how much taller his father was than he, though they were both alike in their loose-jointed frames, reddish-brown wavy hair, and elongated faces. Macy, Lan’s sister, took after Nelda, she was pretty rather than beautiful, and square-jawed like her father. And Nelda’s features were masculinized in Sam, to a much better effect. But all three of Archer’s sons resembled their father to a greater or lesser degree, at least externally. Lan couldn’t get over the idea that his father was disappointed in his short stature and turned his eyes self-consciously away.


It was earlier than Lan was usually about, but there were plenty of people on the street, most walking in the direction of the manufacturing and trade quarters. There was a general buzz of noise in the background that never stopped until well after sundown. It was one of the many things Lan hated about the city, and after several weeks he still wasn’t used to it. The cool, still air had nothing in the way of what Lan would have called a scent; most of the autumn flowers growing in and around the houses were scentless, purely decorative. Fallen leaves got swept up immediately by servants, and there wasn’t so much as a single weed or blade of grass to be seen. So there weren’t any of the aromas that Lan assoociated with fall.


The street was paved with cobblestones; the doorsteps were slabs of stone, and the cobbles went right up to the bases of the houses, for even the fenced front yards were, for the most part, paved over. The town houses themselves were statements of the inhabitants’ wealth, with a great deal of attention paid to the street facade. Some were of stone, like a great manor in the country, roofed with slate and ornamented with fantastical animal-shaped spouts at the corner of each gutter. Others were brick, with the brick laid in ornamental patterns, and the roof laid in an imitation of thatch. There were no thatched roofs in this quarter; with the houses so close together, thatch would have been a terrible fire hazard. There were homes with huge, heavy black beams and white plaster between, the plaster painted with fanciful designs. There were wooden manses roofed with tile, and there was even one wooden house completely covered in lacy carvings.


This was nothing at all like Alderscroft, where most of the houses were modest thatched cottages, where there was plenty of room between each house, where everyone had flowers growing at the foundations and little gravel paths led from each cottage, through patchwork gardens, to the fences and gates letting onto the dirt street.


The houses back home were warm and welcoming, giving glimpses of the personality of the people inside. These houses gave away nothing, offering a blank-eyed stare to the passersby, aloof and proud as a wealthy matron.


It’s as much as if they’re all saying, “I’m rich. Don’t you wish you were?” and nothing else.


The occasional horse or donkey and cart came along the street—more merchants, who had farther to go than just a few streets, and preferred not to walk. And once or twice a Guardsman patrolling the neighborhood on horseback paced past them. Lan stared longingly after them, wishing that he could be wearing that uniform, not plodding along beside his father.


They left the street that dead-ended on their own court and traveled eastward, away from the center of town but toward more of the same sort of houses. There were occasional stores here, or rather, “discreet business establishments,” mostly dressmakers, milliners, and the like. From the street, except for a gown or a hat prominently on display in a window, it wouldn’t be possible to tell these places from an ordinary house.


Archer wasn’t disposed to conversation, but finally he made an effort. “You’ll be getting in with some lads your age, then,” he said heavily. “More like back at the village.”


Lan couldn’t imagine a situation less like home, but he murmured, “That would be good.”


“Aye.” That sentence seemed to exhaust Archer’s store of conversation, and the rest of the walk continued in silence.


There was a much larger building on the right side of the street they were on, one that towered over its already impressive neighbors and was enclosed by a high wall. Where the town houses were two and three stories tall, this was six; and it occupied a lot that was easily five or six times the size of any of that of the magnificent homes around it. Lan had never been this far on any of his reluctant walks.


“That’ll be the school,” Archer said with satisfaction as he surveyed the exterior, his expression as pleased as if he owned it himself. “You’ll be coming here every morning about this time; lessons start early, but we’re going to meet the Master first.”


Lan still couldn’t comprehend what sort of “lessons” could be taught here, and thought for certain that his father must be mistaken. But the nearer they came to the building, the less certain he became.


His father showed no evidence of hesitation. He led Lan along the high wall—easily a story tall itself—until they came to the wooden gate. It must not have been locked, for Archer pushed it partly open, and motioned Lan to precede him.


Lan moved hesitantly past his father, and into a mathematically precise courtyard. Most of it was paved. Along the base of the building were pruned evergreen bushes, cone-shaped ones alternating with bushes of three spheres, one atop another. Defining a pathway toward the door were long flower boxes containing neat stands of greenery. Ivy planted in similar boxes climbed the inside of the fence.


“Come along, then. Master’s waiting,” Archer said, pulling the gate closed behind him. He led Lan to the front door of the building, a surprisingly small door for such an edifice. It appeared no larger than the door of their own home.


Archer pulled open that door without knocking, revealing a long corridor with more wooden doors on either side of it, a corridor far plainer, with ordinary wooden floors and plastered walls, than Lan had expected. There was a hum of voices, a murmur that drifted along the corridor like the murmur inside a major temple during a festival.


Archer immediately turned to the first door on the right and rapped on it. A muffled voice invited them in.


Lan found himself in a small, plain room, furnished only with a brace of chairs and a large desk that faced the door. An older man sat at the desk, a man with close-dropped gray hair and a stern face, all sharp angles, a face made by a mathematician rather than an artist. This gentleman looked up at their entrance, and gave Archer a thin smile.


“Ah, Master Chitward,” the man said, his voice no warmer than his coolly pleasant expression. “I have been expecting you.”


“This is the boy,” Archer said, putting his hand squarely in the middle of Lan’s back and pushing him forward, so that he was between Archer and the desk.


“Lavan, isn’t it?” the man said, making a note on a piece of paper in front of him. “Lavan Chitward. Very good; as soon as I know where to place him, we’ll have him settled in no time.”


“Aye. I’ll be going, then, Master Keileth, I’ve work to do.” Lan turned to look at his father, inarticulate protests freezing on his lips; Archer did not look at him at all. He was perfectly satisfied that he had done his duty, and Master Keileth dismissed him with a nod of thanks.


“Very good, and thank you, Master Chitward. I hope that we will be able to please you with Lavan’s accomplishments.” Obviously that was what counted with Master Keileth—pleasing Archer Chitward, not his son.


Archer opened the door and left without a backward glance at Lan; Master Keileth motioned impatiently to Lan to take a seat. “Sit down, young man,” the Master ordered when Lan did not immediately obey. “I’m not minded to put a crick in my neck looking up at you.”


Lan obeyed him, gingerly perching on one of the hard wooden seats, and positioning himself nervously on the very edge of the chair.


Master Keileth gave all his attention to the paper in front of him for a time, then looked up abruptly. His smile was gone, and his eyes held a calculating expression.


“Your father is paying a great deal of money for this opportunity you are enjoying,” Master Keileth said abruptly. “I trust that you intend to make his expenditure worth his sacrifice.” His mud-colored eyes narrowed a trifle as he waited for a response.


Lan immediately felt a surge of guilt; why hadn’t his father told him this? He flushed a little, and Master Keileth’s eyes showed that he had noted the flush and found it satisfactory.


Lan dropped his eyes, and Master Keileth did not see the flush of anger that had followed the guilt. Why was Father willing to pay for this, but not to let me go home and live there? Why did he give up the house in Alderscroft where I was happy?


He only raised his eyes again when he had his feelings under control. Master Keileth was watching him as carefully as a cat at a mouse hole.


“I’m going to ask you some questions, Lavan, so that we know where to place you.” Another thin smile that did not reach the cool gray eyes. “You are fortunate in that your family chose to move when they did. Our school term is just beginning; we will not have to place you in a special class and give you extra tutoring to force you to catch up.”


Without waiting for Lan to answer, the Master began asking, not a few questions, but a great many. Lan was forced to dredge up everything he had learned at the hands of the village priest and quite a bit he thought he had forgotten.


By the time Master Keileth was done with him, he was sweating, and quite sure that the Master had decided he was a complete ignoramus. He sat slumped over slightly, feeling completely drained.


Master Keileth gave no indication how he felt about Lan. He simply made more notes, ignoring Lan altogether. After what seemed like an eternity, the Master finally looked up again.


“Satisfactory, given your limited education,” he said. “I believe we can place you in the Third Form.”


Lan had no notion what that was supposed to mean, but when Master Keileth beckoned peremptorily, Lan rose and followed him out of the office and into the hall.


They climbed to the third floor, the murmur of voices all around him. Master Keileth brought him into a corridor identical to the one below. This time, they went as far as the middle of the corridor—far enough to see that there were others branching from it—before Master Keileth stopped at a door and opened it without knocking.


The sounds from within the room stopped immediately, and with a scrape of chairs, everyone in the room stood up.


When Lan entered, he saw that there were eight adolescents, six males and two females, at small desks facing a larger one, at which an adult teacher presided. They were all younger than he, about fourteen to his sixteen.


“Herewan, this is a new student, Lavan Chitward,” Master Keileth said in his brusque manner. “I have assigned him to the Third Form. Choose someone in this section to take him through his classes.”


That said, the Master left as abruptly as he had arrived, leaving Lan to face nine strangers alone.
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OWYN, the boy assigned to show him around, was a serious, studious youngster with huge brown eyes, untidy dark brown hair, and an unfinished air like a young owl, who performed his duty with utmost solemnity. As Lan had expected, if he had been ranked with his age group, he should have been in Fourth or Fifth Form, and being ranked with the students his junior was a mark against him. His own classmates regarded him with a certain veiled scorn for his lack of what they considered common knowledge.


Their lives were marked by bells which rang to signify the changing of classes and mealtimes. Pupils remained in their seats; it was the teachers who moved from room to room to impart their specialized knowledge. Lan’s set began with Geography, which meant trade routes; routes whose particulars they were expected to have by rote. This knowledge was not only that of finding the way on an unmarked map, but of climate, conditions in each season, dangers on the way, and so forth. They were drilled mercilessly until every person in the class had the current route down perfectly, and only then did the class as a whole move on to the next route. This fascinated Lan; in his mind, he saw the conditions the teacher described, and he had no difficulty in memorizing the route, though he wondered if he might start to get routes mixed up when he had to recall more than one.


At the end of the class, the pupils stood up as their teacher left the room—Owyn poking him in the back when he wasn’t quick enough—and a new teacher entered.


The next three classes were in language: Hardornen, Reth-wellan, and Border dialects. Lan’s head was stuffed full before the break came for lunch, and he wondered how he was ever going to keep the languages from running together.


At the sound of the noon bell, the other students jumped up and stampeded for the door. Owyn solemnly took Lan in charge and led him down to the first floor, down a staircase packed full of strange people. Owyn didn’t really have to show Lan the refectory where they all took their lunch. Every pupil in the school was headed in that direction, all of them chattering at the tops of their lungs. The two boys just went along, carried on the stream.


When they got to the door of the refectory, though, Owyn deserted him, squirming past students who were younger than either of them, and vanishing.


Lan got out of the traffic to have a look around. This was an enormous room, high-ceilinged and echoing, with the dark timbers of the support beams showing starkly against the white plaster of the ceiling itself. Up above the wainscoting were windows surrounded by handsome carved wood, but from head height on down there were only plain oak panels. There were four long plain oak tables running the length of the room, with chairs, plates, and silverware marking each place. That seemed a little odd to Lan; he would have expected benches, until he saw how that even with the spacing between each student enforced by the seating they managed to poke and elbow each other. There seemed to be no particular order in which people were seated, although there were obviously seats that were preferred. Those Lan’s age and older had taken over the seats at the ends of the tables nearest the kitchen doors; it was obvious why, as they were already being served beef and bread and new peas while the rest were still getting seated. The seats least in favor were farthest from the kitchen, and those near the fireplaces, where stray breezes sent random puffs of smoke out into the room from the fire burning there.


Friends sat together, forming little cliques; sideways glances and whispered comments discouraged approach. Owyn was in one of those, though his group was in a set of the less-favored seats. Lan hesitated, then took an unoccupied chair at the end of one of the tables. By the time he got started on his lukewarm meal, the students at the head of the table were already devouring their second and third portions.


Across from Ian sat a very plain, lumpish girl who kept her head down and didn’t look up from her plate. Next to him was a nervous boy much younger than Lan, eleven or twelve, perhaps, who bolted his food so quickly Ian was afraid he was going to choke, and vanished from the table, casting backward glances over his shoulder as he scuttled away.


Shortly Lan found out why he had been in such a hurry to leave. One of the oldest boys, a square-jawed, stereotypically handsome specimen of about eighteen with crisply cut dark-blond hair and indolent dark-blue eyes, strolled down from his exalted seat and surveyed the lesser beings at the lowest end of the table with his hands clasped behind his back, looking for all the world as if he was surveying the offerings at a horse fair.


He took his time about it. Lan decided that discretion was the proper tactic to pursue, and quietly continued to eat, ignoring the young man’s arrogant gaze. He could feel eyes burning a hole between his shoulder blades, though, and he didn’t like the feeling in the least.


The chattering at this end of the table quieted, and now Lan sensed that there were a great many more eyes on him.


“So, this is the new one.” A hand fell on Lan’s shoulder, and he restrained the impulse to slap it away. “I hear they put you with the babies, boy. What do you have to say for yourself?”


Lan kept silent, but the arrogant one was joined by three or four of his peers, lesser copies out of the same mold, who rose from their seats and gathered around him. The biggest of them grabbed Lan’s chin and wrenched his head around.


“Speak when you’re spoken to, country boy,” his harasser said in a deceptively pleasant voice. “Sixth Formers are the masters here; the rest of you are scum. The sooner you get that into your head, the better it will be for you.”


“Don’t argue with him!” the homely girl whispered harshly, and the older boy suddenly turned on her.


“Did you speak out of turn, Froggy?” he asked, with a savage, joyful smile.


The girl shrank down, looking very like a frightened frog. Her olive skin went pale, and she hid her over-large eyes under the thick, coarse fringe of her dark hair. “He’s new, sir,” she whispered miserably. “No one’s told him the rules, sir. He can’t know what to do if he doesn’t know the rules, sir.”


Lan’s first attacker took pity on her. “Quite right, Froggy. We won’t have our ladies paint you today. Must tell the new one the rules, then we can flog him if he disobeys.”


The second one pulled Lan up out of his seat by his collar, then knocked his feet out from under him with a sweep of his leg. The rest of the oldest students had gathered around by then, and they howled with laughter as Lan went to his hands and knees. Lan bit back a yelp of pain, but his eyes watered. Another grabbed a handful of Lan’s hair and yanked, forcing his face up so that he looked the leader full in the face.


“Scrawny, undersized,” said the leader meditatively. “We’ve already got one Rabbit, so that’s out of the question. But you—you’re decidedly scrubby. I believe I will call you Scrub. Now listen well, Scrub.”


Lan was red with fury, his insides churning; his knees ached and his head felt as if they’d already torn his hair out. He started to say something, then bit back the words. This was not the time to get into a fight. He was dreadfully outnumbered, and he wouldn’t stand a chance.


“The Sixth Formers are the rightful rulers here. You will address us all as ‘sir’ and ‘mistress’—unless you happen to prefer ‘my lord’ and ‘my lady,’ in which case you may use those terms instead.”


Somebody sniggered, and the leader turned a cold gaze on him; the sniggering stopped immediately.


“You, on the other hand, will be known by the name we have chosen for you—in your case, Scrub—and you will answer to that name, or be flogged, or suffer whatever other punishment we deem appropriate.” The handsome Sixth Former was obviously in his element and enjoying himself very much; Lan thought with fury about how much he wanted to blacken those blue eyes and rub mud into that beautiful blond hair. “You will give place to us, give way before us, speak only when you are spoken to, and accomplish whatever task we set you, or be punished. And it is no use complaining to the Master, because if you do, we shall flog you with twice as many strokes. The Master has given Sixth Form the responsibility for maintaining discipline, and he’ll assume you are a liar, a slacker, or both if you complain to him. You are nothing; we are everything. Do you understand?”


Lan’s throat was so tight with anger that he couldn’t have gotten out a single word, but his second tormentor, hand still firmly buried in his hair, forced his head to nod like a puppet’s while the rest laughed like madmen.


“Very well, Scrub,” the leader said genially, “You’re let off this time. Just make sure you stay properly within the rules from now on.”


The one holding Lan’s hair suddenly shoved him forward and let go of his head, so that he sprawled at the leader’s feet, invoking more peals of laughter. “Now Scrub,” the leader said tenderly, “it isn’t necessary to kiss my feet, but that was a good thought and the proper attitude.”


The Sixth Formers dispersed and went back to their chairs as Lan got slowly and angrily to his feet. He made no move to dust himself off, but dropped down into his seat with his head aching from all the anger he was holding in.


“Just do what they say, ‘specially what Tyron and Derwit say,” the girl they had called “Froggy” whispered urgently, with a sidelong glance at the retreating backs. “They’ll leave you alone, mostly, if you do.”


Now they were turning their attention to Owyn and his friends; Tyron addressed Owyn as “Owly” and demanded “the work.” A moment later, and Tyron was accepting sheaves of paper from Owyn and his friends. “They have the smart ones do their sums and sometimes other schoolwork for them,” Froggy explained, her eyes watering. “But if you aren’t smart, they make you do other things for them.”


The Sixth Formers had returned to their seats, where they distributed the papers among themselves and sipped small ale poured by the servants, who ignored the rest of the table. Froggy’s eyes burned as she gazed on them.


“Just two more years,” she said, as if to herself, with the longing of a starving man in her voice. “Just two more years, then it will be my turn!”


But Lan, as he looked more closely at the Sixth Form group, saw that there was a central core of the group who were the true masters of the rest. These numbered about twenty, enough to give them enough muscle to have their way, so long as the less fortunate remained disorganized. The rest hung about the periphery of the group, ignored for the most part, but occasionally tendered an abusive or scornful comment, occasioning much laughter among the rest. When Tyron or one of the others of his clique gave a careless order, it was one of these hangers-on who jumped to execute it just as quickly as if they were not of the Sixth Form themselves.


Somehow, Lan doubted that it would ever be Froggy’s “turn” to be one of the select few.
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LAN had the sense to finish his now-cold lunch and retreat to his classroom as soon as the Sixth Form turned their attention elsewhere. He did notice that there were several more girls besides the two in his class and poor down-trodden Froggy among the students. There were even some among the ruling elite, and not all of them looked old enough to properly qualify as being in the Sixth Form. All the girls sitting with Tyron and his clique were among the prettiest in the room, which seemed to be their qualification for belonging there. The girls weren’t any better than their boyfriends, though; they didn’t initiate any cruel “jokes,” but they laughed just as hard as any of the boys, and were perfectly willing to participate once something was begun.


The rest of the afternoon passed without incident, much to Lan’s relief—four more classes, in mathematics, reading comprehension, writing and calligraphy, and accounting. Once or twice one of the boldest of his class addressed him as “Scrub,” but he felt safe in ignoring the insult.


When class was dismissed for the end of the day, however, Lan faced another problem: how to get out without being singled out for more abuse. He felt instinctively that after having been identified by Tyron, others of the Sixth Form would try to impress their superiority on him. When the final bell rang for dismissal, and the rest of the class ran for the door, Lan stayed behind, pretending to read. The teacher said nothing as he left, so Lan supposed such an action was permissible. It would be easier for someone who lived in a large, busy household to study in a quiet room at the school than at home.


So since reading comprehension was clearly one of his weaker points, and it was a great deal easier to feign reading than any other subject, he remained at his desk, slowly turning pages, as the noise from the hall faded and died away. Only then did he rise and move cautiously to the window, which gave a limited view of the courtyard within the school walls.


He saw at once that his guess was correct. As Tyron and his closest friends lounged and watched critically, others of the Sixth Form intercepted selected students and belabored them with insults, shoves, and kicks. Owyn’s group was allowed to slip by relatively unmolested except for a chorus of catcalls, but others were not so fortunate.


As the stream of students exiting the building thinned, Tyron laughed and stood up. Lan heard him clearly from the open window where he sheltered, taking care that he couldn’t be seen.


“That’s enough for today, lads,” he said in that deceptively genial voice. “Who’s for a game of court tennis? I’ll lay two to three that none of you can play a game without being scored against.”


Others took up his challenge, and the lot of them moved off and out of the gates in a group. From here, Lan could see the street beyond the gates, and he watched to make certain they actually left the vicinity of the school before he made his own way down the quiet halls and stairways and out the door.


Feeling very much the coward, and angry with himself, he peeked around the gates before he ventured into the street. By this time, it was growing dark, and he was getting uncomfortably hungry. He hadn’t had much appetite for his cold meal at lunch, and it had been a very long time since then.


The street held plenty of others hurrying home to their meals, and Lan let out a sigh of relief as he melted into the crowd.


Half of him wanted a confrontation; he kept thinking of all the clever things he should have said, or how he should have stood up for himself. They wouldn’t have dared start a fight in the middle of the school, would they? Surely the teachers would have stepped in—


Or would they?


The Sixth Formers seemed very, very confident that no one would stop them. Maybe the teachers already knew about this petty tyranny and didn’t care.


After all, they could very well feel that their responsibilities toward the students ended at the classroom door.


That only made Lan angry all over again, and finally he took the only outlet he had for his emotions. He broke into a run, and much to the astonishment of those making their decorous or weary way home, he ran all the way to his own front door.


He paused long enough to catch his breath, then opened the door. One of the servants met him there and took his bag of books; the family was already at dinner, and Lan joined them without a word.


Sam had been in the midst of describing some experiments with new dyes, and took up the thread that Lan’s entrance had interrupted. Lan was grateful to Sam for once, for taking all of the family’s attention away from him. He concentrated completely on his food, driving all the anger and tension of the day out of his mind. And perhaps that was the only reason why, when he excused himself from the table and his mother asked him how his first day of lessons had been, he was able to look her in the face, and say calmly, “All right.”


And before she could continue questioning him, he retreated upstairs to his room. Books had never been his friends, but tonight they were better and safer company than any other alternative.





THREE


LAN wondered if highborn children were as arrogant as Tyron and his coterie. The Sixth Formers certainly couldn’t possibly be any more arrogant.


Now in the second week of his attendance at the school, Lan’s strategy of avoiding his tormentors was having mixed success. By slipping into the Hall behind a clot of taller boys and keeping his head hunched over his food, he had managed to keep from being spotted at meals while the Sixth Form was busy stuffing their own faces. But in order to get out before they got bored and started really looking for amusement, he had to bolt his own lunch like a starving badger, which made for an uneasy stomach during the next class. They usually got bored with hanging about and left the entrance before he ventured out to go home, but he couldn’t avoid them on coming in, without taking the risk of being seriously late. Tardiness brought its own set of problems, not the least of which was the humiliation and pain of having his hand caned by the teacher.


Lavan had made another major mistake in his first week; he’d tried, shyly, to make up to one of the pretty girls in Fifth Form. How was he to know that she was the girlfriend of one of Tyron’s hangers-on?


She’d rejected him quite out of hand, and he’d overreacted by withdrawing from all the girls. Now the Sixth Formers had another name for him.


Shaych.


When he’d found out what it meant, he’d tried to disprove it, but of course by then it was too late. Now there was another reason for Tyron and his friends to bully him.


After being shoved around like a game ball and then thrown sprawling for three mornings in a row, he decided that his best protection was the presence of the other persecuted. So for the past week, he’d waited for a group of the underdogs to arrive for classes, and ducked into their midst. With so many available targets, no one person got excessive abuse.


At least, that was the case so far.


But the whole situation made him so angry he sometimes thought he was going to choke. It didn’t help that he always turned a brilliant scarlet with suppressed rage whenever one of the bullies so much as looked at him. They seemed to find that terribly amusing, and went out of their way to put him in that state.


This very morning he had arrived at his desk with his face still flaming, his skin feeling slightly sunburned and tender—and all from his own anger.


“You looked like you were going to have an apoplectic fit this morning, Scr—I mean, Lavan,” Owyn whispered as they took their seats for the first class of the morning.


“Is that why you got between me and Loathsome?” he whispered back. Owyn had begun to warm up to him, since he had never once called him by the hated name of “Owly”—and since the one piece of cleverness he had managed was to come up with names of his own for their tormentors. “Loathsome” for Loman Strecker, “Tyrant” for Tyron Jelnack (that was really too easy), “Dimwit” for Derwit, and so forth. It gave the younger students a crumb of comfort to have contemptuous titles for their persecutors, though they took care that the Sixth Formers never heard those names.


Owyn nodded solemnly. “You went purple, almost, and your eyes had a funny look to them, like you weren’t there anymore.”


Lan didn’t have to reply to that, because just then the teacher entered the room and all discussion stopped. That was just as well, because he realized that he didn’t actually remember Owyn getting between him and his tormentor. He just didn’t remember anything from the time that Loathsome had started shoving him repeatedly into the wall, and then to his partner, Dimwit—only that someone had taken his arm and was pulling him out of harm’s way while Owyn distracted the Sixth Former with some questions about the work he’d been ordered to do. Between the moment that Loathsome and Dimwit began shoving him back and forth between them and the moment that he found his feet on the stair, there was a blank.


Or, not precisely a blank, but a passage of time filled with such fiery rage that he couldn’t even see or hear, much less think. Whatever had come over him, had turned him briefly into something less than an animal, into pure anger and hatred.


Not that it made any difference, except that he suffered for it for half the morning with an aching head and irritated eyes, though the sensitivity of his skin faded as the morning passed.


And for once at lunch the attention of the Sixth Form was off him. One of the Fifth Formers had failed to obtain Golden Beauty apples for Tyron’s luncheon pleasure as he’d been ordered; this wasn’t a trivial task, as Golden Beauty apples were just going out of season. Tyron wouldn’t hear any excuses, nor was he placated by the offer of a basket of Complin apples instead. Two of his henchmen seized the unfortunate by his arms and hustled him away.


Lan was now welcome to sit with Owyn and his friends, and he turned his head just enough that he could whisper to the younger boy, “Where are they going with him?”


Owyn’s eyes were as big and round as those of his namesake, and his face was pale. “They’re going to flog him.”


Lan felt his own face and hands grow cold. When Tyron threatened him with flogging that first day, he hadn’t really thought they would actually do such a thing! It was one thing for the teachers to flog a disobedient pupil, but this!


“They can’t do that, can they?” he whispered back desperately, hoping that something or someone might intervene.


Owyn just shook his head. “You ought to know by now they can do anything they want.”


Lan lost his appetite, all at once, and as soon as he thought he could slip away unnoticed, he retreated to the classroom and buried his nose in his book. He stared at the same page without bothering to turn it, since there was no one there to see him.


What he wanted, with the purest desperation he had ever yet felt, was to be out of this place, to walk out now and never return. But that was an impossibility … his mother had made it even clearer than Master Keileth that this year’s tuition had cost a very great deal, and it would be forfeit if he left. If I were to run off, I’d better run all the way to Hardorn; if Mother ever caught up with me, I would be turning a spit in the kitchen of the worst inn in Haven for the rest of my life. And that would be if she was feeling generous.


His head began to throb again, the headache growing worse with every passing heartbeat. And in fact, by the time the next teacher, a bored, middle-aged, balding scholar, arrived after lunch for the class, he felt (and looked) so miserable that even the teacher noticed.


“Lavan,” he said sharply, and Lan’s head snapped up. That only made the headache worsen, and he winced.


The teacher shook his head, and his bored brown eyes gazed critically at Lan. “You look as if you’re sickening with something,” the man stated, a combination of irritation and concern on his face.


I certainly am, Lan thought, but said nothing. The teacher studied him a moment more.


“I’m sending you home early. There’s no point in having you here if you’re too ill to learn.”


Lan privately thought that the teacher was more concerned he might catch whatever it was that Lan was allegedly coming down with, but he kept his mouth shut and accepted the hastily scribbled note to give to his parents. All he could think of, other than the pounding pain in his head and an increasing nausea, was that at least today he wouldn’t have to run the gantlet of Sixth Formers to get home.


Maybe I am getting sick.


He gathered up his books and plodded out into the empty hall, trying to walk softly so his footsteps didn’t echo. As he exited the building and then passed the gates, he felt the relief of temporary escape, at least. He made his way through the uncrowded streets with no more than a single wistful glance at a passing Guardsman. It was chilly today, and overcast; the few ornamental plants in front of houses were evergreens, and wouldn’t be touched by frost, but back in Alderscroft, people would be waiting for the first hard frost to turn the leaves to red and gold. Here, the gray sky, gray streets, and the unfriendly houses left an overpowering impression of bleakness.


There was no one home but the servants, who would certainly be surprised and taken aback by his return. He didn’t bother to knock, but the housekeeper heard the door open and came running.


“Lavan!” she exclaimed, looking at him in shock, with her frilled cap slightly askew—and there was more than an edge of suspicion in her voice. “What are you doing here?”


“I’m sick,” he mumbled. “They sent me home. Here. This is for Mother.” He just didn’t feel up to making any more of an explanation, he just thrust the note at the housekeeper to give to his mother, and plodded upstairs to the sanctuary of his room, one slow step at a time.


Unfortunately, the relief of escaping from the Sixth Form for a day didn’t bring an end to the pounding in his head. He dropped down onto his bed, his head buried in his hands, wishing for an end to the pain.


The housekeeper tapped on his open door, and he looked up. She wiped her hands on her coarse linen apron as she examined him.


“You might as well lie down,” she said, and looked at him again with a less critical eye. “You do look puny,” she said grudgingly. “I’ll send one of the maids up with a hot-bag and willow tea.”


He didn’t grimace at the idea of the bitter tea; at this point he would drink down oak gall if it would help his head. Evidently the housekeeper considered his ailment serious enough to warrant the household’s attention; one of the giggly little maidservants brought him the tea almost immediately, and he drank it down gratefully. It took a bit longer for the hot-bag, a linen pillow filled with buckwheat husks and herbs which had to be put into the bread oven to absorb heat. About the time that the tea took the worst edge off the pounding in his skull, the girl brought him the hot-bag, wrapped in a towel, to put on his forehead. She closed the door after herself, leaving him alone in his room, sprawled still clothed on the coverlet—though he had taken off his boots. His mother would kill him if she caught him on the bed with his boots still on.


With the hot-bag a comforting, warm weight on his face, he tried not to think at all, just to try and relax and wait for the pain to go away.


The herbs in the bag gave off a pleasant scent; he didn’t know enough about them to identify them, but they were nice. The sounds of the servants going about their business came up to him, muffled by the closed door. One of the girls sang to herself as she swept, a simpleminded love song that was very popular just now. Lan would have preferred something bleaker, to match his mood, but he wasn’t about to get up to make a request.


Down in the distant kitchen, the cook bellowed and pots and pans clattered; distant enough not to be irritating. Outside, the occasional horse or mule passing by was all he heard of the sparse traffic this time of day. Later, as suppertime neared, there would be more noise outside; sometimes even a great deal of noise if one of the neighbors got a large delivery.


His headache responded to the heat; it lessened to a dull ache just behind his eyes and in the back of his head. As the pain faded, he wished he could sleep, but his thoughts were too restless and wouldn’t be still.


There was more trouble ahead of him; every day was colder and shorter. How long would it be before the Sixty Formers could no longer pursue their after-school entertainments? He’d heard them speak of court tennis, of fencing lessons, of riding in the fashionable Leeside Park, before they all went off in a mob. None of those things would be comfortable or possible in a bitter rain or with snow on the ground. And then what would they do for sport?
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