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			Praise for Pierre Pevel and The Cardinal’s Blades:


			‘This is a swashbuckling novel packed with rooftop chases, back-alley swordfights, epic tavern brawls, clandestine roadside meetings in coaches and cool diplomatic exchanges between men of power where what is left unsaid can be as important as what is voiced … Overall, The Cardinal’s Blades is a rollicking good book, full of action, adventure, mystery and some quite delicious intrigue’ Wertzone


			‘If you are looking for a swashbuckler, you won’t be disappointed with The Cardinal’s Blades, especially if you like your swashbuckling with a smattering of history’ Interzone


			‘If I had to sum up The Cardinal’s Blades in two words, they would be: great fun. This is the France of Alexandre Dumas and Fanfan la Tulipe: a land of flashing blades and break-neck chases, beautiful women and gallant warriors, of masquerades and midnight plots and sword play’ Strange Horizons


			‘A fantasy novel of depth and style … Thanks to Pevel’s eye for detail, swashbuckling action and characterisation this is something quite original’ SciFi Now


			‘An enormously thigh-slapping, cheering, toasting, roaring, puking, bawling, galloping, adventuring hearty piece of fiction’ Adam Roberts


			‘A fast-moving fantasy of swordplay, disguise and deception in the Paris of The Three Musketeers, with the blood of dragons splashed across the unforeseen consequences of follies and tragedies past. Dumas would surely approve and I loved it’ Juliet E. McKenna


		


	

		

			For Dylan.
For Irma and for Pierre.


		


	

		

			


			

				[image: Knight%20Hi-res.tif]

			


			A Tale from the High Kingdom


			PIERRE PEVEL


			Translated from the French by Tom Clegg


			GOLLANCZ
LONDON


		


	

		

			Contents


			Cover


			Praise


			Dedication


			Title


			Contents


			


			PROLOGUE


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			


			PART ONE


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			Chapter Five


			Chapter Six


			Chapter Seven


			Chapter Eight


			Chapter Nine


			Chapter Ten


			Chapter Eleven


			Chapter Twelve


			Chapter Thirteen


			Chapter Fourteen


			Chapter Fifteen


			Chapter Sixteen


			Chapter Seventeen


			Chapter Eighteen


			Chapter Nineteen


			Chapter Twenty


			Chapter Twenty-One


			Chapter Twenty-Two


			Chapter Twenty-Three


			Chapter Twenty-Four


			Chapter Twenty-Five


			Chapter Twenty-Six


			Chapter Twenty-Seven


			


			PART TWO


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			Chapter Five


			Chapter Six


			Chapter Seven


			Chapter Eight


			Chapter Nine


			Chapter Ten


			Chapter Eleven


			


			PART THREE


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			Chapter Five


			Chapter Six


			Chapter Seven


			Chapter Eight


			Chapter Nine


			Chapter Ten


			Chapter Eleven


			Chapter Twelve


			Chapter Thirteen


			Chapter Fourteen


			Chapter Fifteen


			Chapter Sixteen


			Chapter Seventeen


			Chapter Eighteen


			Chapter Nineteen


			Chapter Twenty


			


			PART FOUR


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			Chapter Five


			Chapter Six


			Chapter Seven


			Chapter Eight


			Chapter Nine


			Chapter Ten


			Chapter Eleven


			Chapter Twelve


			Chapter Thirteen


			Chapter Fourteen


			Chapter Fifteen


			Chapter Sixteen


			Chapter Seventeen


			Chapter Eighteen


			Chapter Nineteen


			Chapter Twenty


			Chapter Twenty-One


			Chapter Twenty-Two


			Chapter Twenty-Three


			


			EPILOGUE


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			


			Also by Pierre Pevel


			Copyright


		


	

		

			Prologue


			Summer 1544


		


	

		

			1


			‘His name was Lorn Askarian. Some say he brought misfortune, while others claim that all was saved because of him. Through his veins ran the black blood of doomed heroes.’


			Chronicles (The Book of the Knight with the Sword)


			An ashen moon had risen above the capital of the duchies of Sarme and Vallence. Its light reflected off the surface of a lagoon whose black, shallow waters were criss-crossed by luminescent salamanders. It was summer and the Great Nebula filled the sky. The night was warm, stifling, invaded by the smell of sludge that emanated from the canals and crept even into the darkest and most secluded alleyways of Alencia’s old quarters. A lantern was burning at the end of one of those alleys. Surrounded by a ballet of insects, it illuminated a door upon which Lorn Askarian knocked with a leather-gloved fist. Ignorant of the fact that he would soon be paying a price for his loyalty, he had come to rescue a man whose life seemed to be worth more than his own. The panel set in the door slid open.


			Knowing that the hood hid the upper portion of his face, Lorn lifted his head so his eyes could be seen. He waited, his hand placed on the pommel of his sword, a dark, still silhouette in the flickering light.


			The panel snapped shut and the door opened.


			Lorn entered, closely followed by a man who until then had remained in the recess of a doorway. About sixty years of age, Odric crossed the street as quickly as he could, clutching the fabric of his black cloak about his frail shoulders. As soon as he was inside he heaved a sigh of relief. Then he took in the greasy walls, the floor covered in thick filth, the smoke from the wretched yellow tallow candles and the ragged cloth split down the middle which passed for a curtain at the end of the hallway. Squalid, it was not the sort of place that the retainer of a prince of the blood usually frequented.


			‘This … This can’t be the place,’ murmured the old servant in a worried voice.


			Lorn did not reply.


			One shoulder thrust out, the man who had opened the door twisted his neck to gaze up at the sky. He was tall and heavy, massively built, perfect for the post he held. He closed the door with a preoccupied air and automatically turned the key in the lock.


			‘Still no storm,’ he grumbled.


			‘I’m looking for a girl,’ Lorn announced.


			‘That’s not the speciality of the house.’


			‘Her name is Lidah. Do you know her?’


			A hefty studded club tucked in his belt, the doorkeeper examined Lorn with a falsely indifferent eye. Lorn had just taken off his gloves but kept his hood up. His sword was a broad Skandish blade with a basket guard that enveloped the hand: a formidable weapon, but one that required skill to wield.


			‘Well?’ Lorn insisted quietly. ‘Do you know her?’


			‘Possibly.’


			Lorn had expected to play this little game. He had a silver coin ready, which he flipped into the air and the other man caught on the fly.


			‘Lidah is here. What do you want with her?’


			‘Nothing.’


			‘And him?’ the doorkeeper asked in an ironic tone, indicating Odric. ‘Does he want nothing from Lidah either?’


			‘He doesn’t,’ confirmed Lorn without blinking.


			The man shrugged before tugging on a cord that hung near the door.


			A withered hand drew apart the curtain at the rear of the entrance hall, it belonged to a small dried-up woman wearing too much make-up, who bowed and waited, an obsequious smile upon her lips.


			‘I am Madame Veld,’ she said. ‘This way, if you please.’


			Behind the curtain, a stairway descended into the silent, malodorous shadows.


			


			The pipe smoke was the colour of gold in some cases, of copper in others. It rose up and formed a ragged haze of shimmering red and yellow arabesques beneath the low vaults, lending the cellar a dim tawny light. It was hot in here. The air was heavy and the heady scent of kesh made the atmosphere quite oppressive.


			Lorn had to stoop in order to enter. Straightening, he squinted and swept the room with his gaze, paying no heed to Madame Veld’s words. The different varieties of kesh resin that might be smoked here did not interest him. Nor did the nature and price of the other items on offer.


			‘Pay her, Odric,’ he said.


			The old servant took out a purse from beneath the folds of his cloak and plucked three gold coins from it, which he slipped into the woman’s hand.


			‘Thank you, madam. We … We will not be needing your services.’


			Taken aback, Madame Veld fell silent and stared at Odric. Then her eyes widened as she saw the small fortune gathered in the palm of her hand.


			‘Wait here,’ commanded Lorn.


			Was he addressing Odric or Madame Veld? Left in doubt, the old servant stayed where he was and watched Lorn walk away with an uneasy eye. Their hostess was no longer smiling.


			A series of narrow mats were aligned along the dirt floor. Some were assembled into groups of three or four, but most were isolated by veils behind which shadowy figures could be glimpsed, seated or lying down, prostrate or moaning, sometimes locked in an agitated sleep. Men armed with long clubs stood watch, for although kesh seldom provoked outbursts of violence, they were sometimes called upon to break up a quarrel, expel an undesirable individual, or discreetly carry away a corpse. These men also kept an eye on the adolescent girls who silently made their way from one mat to the next. They poured drink, rolled balls of resin, prepared and lit the pipes, replaced those grown cold. Although a hand might stray and brush against them, these girls did not offer other services. Kesh did not usually excite the senses, but for those who desired company there were some prostitutes waiting to be called.


			Three of them were chatting in low voices beneath a dark lantern. Weary and sad, they perked up and smiled upon seeing Lorn approach and remove his cloak. They knew how to judge a man at a glance and they liked the look of this one. He was young, tall, broad-shouldered and attractive, with brown hair, hale skin and bright eyes. He exuded a self-confidence which inspired respect and his clothes were finely made. The quality of his shirt fabric was excellent and the same was true of the leather of his boots. As for the silver signet ring on his third finger, it seemed to possess a goodly weight.


			The three whores were in for a disappointment, however.


			‘I’m looking for Lidah,’ said Lorn.


			The trio immediately lost all interest in him, although one of them deigned to enlighten him with a movement of her chin. Lorn glanced in the direction indicated and saw a young blonde woman coming towards them slowly, her hair slightly dishevelled, tightening the lacing of her bodice.


			She noticed him in turn and frowned, looking apprehensive.


			‘Lidah?’ The woman did not answer. ‘I’m called Lorn.’


			She relaxed slightly only to bridle again when he took her by the arm to draw her away from the others.


			‘What do you want with me?’ she asked, freeing herself with a movement of her shoulder after they’d gone a few steps.


			‘To speak with you.’


			‘Speak or fuck, it’s the same price.’


			‘All right. How much?’


			The prostitute thought it over, then lifted three fingers. So, three silver coins. A fortune, but Lorn paid it all the same. After which, he discreetly showed her a signet ring of gold and arcanium.


			‘How did you obtain this ring?’


			The woman hesitated.


			‘How did you?’


			‘Your pimp resold it. Now, answer my question.’


			She sighed.


			‘It was a gift. Saarda had no right to take it from me. But I know it was one of those bitches who told him about it and she’ll get what’s coming to her.’


			She gave the three other whores a venomous look. They had been watching Lorn and Lidah from the corner of their eyes and immediately pretended to take no notice.


			‘A gift from whom, Lidah?’


			‘A customer. I don’t know his name.’


			‘But perhaps you know where I could find him …’


			‘He’s in the alcove, over there. The one with the red curtain.’


			Lorn felt himself seized by a mixture of hope and anxiety. He turned round. Closed off by thick draperies, he could make out five archways in the rear wall.


			One of the curtains was scarlet.


			‘I won’t have any trouble with Saarda, will I?’ asked Lidah.


			‘No,’ replied Lorn in a distracted tone. ‘No, none.’ Then, perhaps realising he was making a false promise, he took off his own signet ring and gave it to the young woman. ‘Keep that, or bring it back tomorrow to the palace of the de Laurens if you want to change your life.’


			Looking down at the ring cupped in her hands, Lidah was rigid in disbelief at the chance that had just been given to her. Was he really offering her a place in service to one of the richest and most powerful households in all of Sarme and Vallence?


			She wanted to thank Lorn, but he had already turned away and was signalling Odric to go over to the red curtain. The servant immediately obeyed and crossed the room to join Lorn before the alcove Lidah had indicated.


			Lorn paused for a moment before opening the curtain with a sharp jerk.
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			In the alcove, a young man with long greasy hair was lying on the sheets and cushions of an unmade bed. Half-naked, soiled with sweat and urine, he was frighteningly thin and had a waxy complexion, dark lips and glassy eyes. A yellow beard ate at his hollowed cheeks. A mixture of bile and vomit was drying at the corner of his mouth. One might have thought he was dead, but this corpse was still sucking at his pipe.


			His name was Alan and he was the son of a king.


			Bringing a hand to his mouth, Odric stifled an exclamation before rushing forward.


			‘Master!’ Trembling, he lifted the young man’s head and gently brushed back the filthy locks that hung down over his face. ‘Master …’ he called in a choked voice. ‘Master, I beg you. Answer me, master …’


			Lorn was still for a moment.


			Incredulous and deeply shocked.


			Then he gathered his wits and gently pushed Odric aside to examine the prince. Crouching, he pressed his ear to Alan’s breast. His heart was barely beating but it was perhaps not too late.


			‘We … We can’t move him in this state,’ he said.


			It seemed vital to restore some semblance of dignity to his friend, to this dying man whose flabby lips were still trying to suck something from an extinguished pipe. He needed to be washed. To be dressed. And, hopefully, instilled with enough strength and lucidity to be able to place one foot in front of the other.


			Odric nodded and, as Lorn backed away, started to clean the prince’s face with the corner of a sheet dipped in some dregs of wine. Seeing that Alan hardly reacted at all to the touch of the damp cloth upon his skin, the servant tried harder. His movements were delicate yet clumsy, so great was his emotion.


			‘What have you done to yourself?’ he murmured. ‘And why, master? Why inflict this upon yourself? Of all the deaths available, why choose this one?’


			‘Do you need help?


			One of the girls serving the smoking den’s customers had approached Lorn. A brunette and rather pretty despite her thinness, she smiled sympathetically.


			‘Do you know what to do?’ Lorn asked her.


			‘Yes. But it will be quicker if there are several of us.’


			Nodding, Lorn paid her. Two other girls joined her and they got to work.


			‘Let them take care of it, Odric,’ Lorn said.


			The old servant reluctantly obeyed.


			Lorn was soon admiring the three girls’ skill. Washing and dressing an unconscious man was no easy task. They managed it ably and wordlessly, as if they were performing the ablutions of a dead body in the dim bronze light from the ochre smoke.


			‘May I ask who you are?’


			The voice that had risen at his back had nothing friendly about it.


			Lorn did not blink.


			He looked over his shoulder and, in a glance, saw the bearded colossus who had come to speak to him, four guards standing behind him and Madame Veld observing from a distance.


			Lorn turned back to the girls: they would soon be finished.


			‘No,’ he said. ‘You may not.’


			He detected a rustling behind him. His reply had caught the bearded man short and his men did not know what attitude to take.


			‘Besides, we’ll be leaving soon,’ added Lorn, before turning to face the guards’ leader, who took three steps forward and said threateningly:


			‘It looks to me like your friend doesn’t wish to leave.’


			‘He’s still coming with me.’


			‘Listen. I don’t know who you are. But here, I’m the one who—’


			He did not finish his sentence.


			With his left hand, Lorn seized him by the back of the neck and drew the man towards him as he leaned forward. Their brows collided together roughly but Lorn tightened his grip, preventing the other man from breaking free. At the same time, he unsheathed a dagger and pressed it against the bearded man’s belly.


			At a loss, the other guards dared not budge as Lorn and their leader stood locked skull to skull, looking into one another’s eyes, their breaths blending.


			Then, barely opening his mouth, Lorn said:


			‘It’s your turn to listen. The man lying there is my friend. We’re going to leave with him and you’ll do nothing to hinder us. Since I’m not an idiot, I know I won’t come out unscathed from a fight against all five of you. But I also know that I will gut you at the first twitch your men make. Do you understand?’ His head trapped as if by a vice, the man nodded almost imperceptibly. ‘Perfect. Now, I’m going to do you a favour. No one can hear what I’m saying to you, so I suggest you laugh. Laugh as if this is a great practical joke, so you can save face and we can go our separate ways as friends. What do you say? Don’t take too long to decide. One of your boys there, behind you, looks about to try something. Probably because he can’t see my dagger. So think, think fast, and answer this question …’ Lorn paused and then asked, ‘Would you like to find out what a packet of guts splattering on the floor sounds like?’


			


			They left the smoking den without mishap.
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			An hour later, Lorn was talking to Enzio – Elenzio de Laurens – at the foot of the gangway to a galleon about to set sail. It was still night and yet sailors were releasing the moorings while others were busy on deck and in the rigging. Lanterns lit the entire ship. But the vessel bore no flag and was making ready to leave Alencia as discreetly as it had arrived.


			Wearing a large black cloak whose raised collar hid his face from view, the elder son of the duke of Sarme and Vallence seemed concerned. Nevertheless he remained focused and tried to be reassuring.


			‘The crew is reliable. As is the captain.’


			‘Thank you, Enzio.’


			‘I should not have let you go there alone. It was far too dangerous.’


			‘I had Odric. And you couldn’t have accompanied me. If you’d been recognised …’


			Enzio nodded gloomily.


			One day, Alencia would be his capital and he would be at the head of a thriving merchant republic, particularly influential in the domains of the arts and diplomacy. He couldn’t risk being compromised by scandal, even – and especially – for a childhood friend like Alan. His father would never have allowed it.


			Lorn knew all this only too well.


			‘I’ll go and see how he’s settling in,’ he said.


			He patted Enzio’s shoulder before making his way up the gangway.


			


			As he entered the cabin where the prince had been installed in secret Lorn met Odric, who was leaving. His arms loaded with his master’s rags, the old servant looked concerned. He exchanged a grim look with Lorn and moved aside to let him pass before shutting the door.


			Tightly tucked in, Alan was lying upon a narrow bunk. Kneeling in prayer, a priest of Eyral held his hand. The prince appeared to be sleeping, his face more gaunt and pale than ever in the light of the small oil lamp hanging from the ceiling. The cabin’s walls creaked quietly in the silence and Lorn stood for a moment, not daring to move or speak.


			Finally, his prayers completed, the priest gently released Alan’s hand and rose to his feet.


			‘Good evening, my son,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I am Father Domnis.’


			His gaze was calm. He wore a white robe cinched by a leather belt and embroidered in silk thread over the heart, the profile of Eyral, the White Dragon of Knowledge and Light.


			‘Good evening, father.’


			Tall and solidly built, the priest’s hair was cut short and his beard was neatly trimmed. He was greying as he approached the age of fifty and gave the impression of possessing a serene inner strength. Lorn thought he had the look of an old soldier about him.


			‘How is he?’ he asked, with a glance towards Alan.


			Father Domnis turned to look at the sleeping prince.


			‘I made him drink a potion to soothe him.’


			‘But beyond that?’


			The priest sighed.


			‘The ravages of kesh have spared him nothing,’ he said softly.


			‘Can he still be cured?’


			‘It’s not impossible.’


			Lorn plunged his steel-blue gaze into that of the white priest.


			‘Tell me, father.’


			Father Domnis did not blink.


			‘If the prince truly desires it, then yes, he can be cured and freed from the grip of kesh. But it will be long and difficult. Painful.’


			Lorn sighed, shaking his head gently.


			He allowed a moment of silence set in, and then, collecting himself, declared:


			‘We’ll be leaving soon. In a few days, we will reach the High Kingdom.’


			‘The sooner the better.’


			Lorn looked down again at Alan and felt a lump growing in his throat.


			‘He’ll need the best possible care, father. He is a prince of the High Kingdom.’


			‘And he’s your friend,’ added Father Domnis with compassion.


			Lorn turned towards the priest and studied him for a moment, as if trying to take full measure of the words just uttered.


			Then he said:


			‘Yes, father. That he is.’


			


			Lorn met with Elenzio de Laurens again on the quayside just as dawn was breaking: it was time to take to the sea. The two friends embraced, and then Lorn said:


			‘Thank you, Enzio. And please thank your father. Without him, without you, without your spies who discovered that the signet ring was for sale, we might never have found Alan again. Or found him too late.’


			Enzio smiled.


			‘Make sure he arrives home safely, will you?’


			‘I promise,’ said Lorn.


			Whereupon he drew forth a blood-stained letter from his doublet and asked:


			‘Can you deliver this letter to Alissia? I was hoping to see her, but—’


			‘I have a better idea. Deliver it yourself.’


			As Lorn stood there in puzzlement, Enzio pointedly turned towards the entrance of the quay. Lorn followed his gaze and he saw her.


			She was dressed in a riding outfit, looking tired and dishevelled, her boots covered in dust, but she was smiling and her eyes sparkled.


			And she was so beautiful.


			Alissia.


			They rushed towards one another and embraced, exchanging a passionate kiss that lasted long enough to force Enzio, a tolerant friend but also a protective brother, to discreetly clear his throat. Lorn took Alissia’s face between his hands and delicately separated it from his own.


			Astonished and delighted, he smiled.


			‘I … I thought you were in Vallence,’ he said in an emotion-filled voice.


			‘I jumped into the saddle as soon as I heard.’


			‘Heard what, Liss?’


			‘That you were here.’


			‘Don’t tell me you rode all the way from—’


			‘Be quiet. And hold me tight.’


			He obeyed, hugging Alissia with all his might, eyelids closed, inhaling deeply to fill himself with her presence.


			It lasted a too-short moment, and then he said:


			‘I must leave.’


			‘I know. But let me believe you’ll stay awhile.’


			‘I’d like that.’


			‘Then stay.’


			Regretfully, Lorn drew apart from Alissia and looked deep into her eyes. He delicately brushed back a reddish-blonde lock that had fallen upon the cheek of the woman he loved.


			‘I can’t. I must return to the High Kingdom as quickly as possible. My duty calls me to the king. They say he’s ill.’


			‘Don’t set sail on this ship, Lorn. I have a feeling the journey won’t end well.’


			‘Come now, be reasonable. I shall return as soon as I can.’


			‘I share Alissia’s foreboding, Lorn,’ said Enzio, who had approached them. ‘Stay awhile.’


			‘What’s come over the two of you?’ asked Lorn in surprise, with a hint of amusement which faded as he saw the worried expressions on the faces of both brother and sister.


			‘Something evil is brewing in the court of the High Kingdom,’ announced Enzio. ‘There are rumours of intrigue and plotting. It does not sound at all good to me …’


			‘Just a few days, Lorn,’ insisted Alissia.


			Lorn gave her a tender smile as he caressed her cheek. He was confident and the young woman’s fears touched him all the more because he was convinced he was in no danger.


			‘What could possibly happen? Don’t worry, Liss. Everything will be all right.’


			He embraced Alissia again tenderly, and then exchanged a last manly hug with Enzio.


			‘Thanks again, my friend,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you soon.’


			He hastened back on board, just before the gangway was removed.
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			‘Black were the jewels of his royal crown. Black the veil that fell before his gaunt face, the extinguished fire of his eyes, the fold of his absent lips. Black the signet ring on his bony hand. Black the accursed days of his prolonged dying.’


			Chronicles (The Book of Kings)


			The High King had asked for his throne to be moved close to the window. He wanted to watch the rain falling on the Citadel that night. It was a white shower, loaded with ashes that left a pale shroud upon the tiles and the stones. A sinister omen. The announcement of a forthcoming war, famine, or epidemic.


			Or a period of mourning.


			Old King Erklant hoped any mourning would be for him. He was ready to die, readier than when he threw himself into a melee at the height of battle. Was it because he had challenged Death so often in the past that it was taunting him today? He suffered from an illness that the priests, the mages and the doctors did not understand. A mysterious illness that had made him a skeletal old man, who always felt exhausted and whose reason, at times, became confused.


			A gust of rain blew through the open window and pattered at his feet.


			He did not react, remaining immobile on his throne of ebony and onyx. He was lucid, however, not asleep behind the veil concealing his face. Immersed in his thoughts, he was reflecting on his reign, on his sons and his queen, on his kingdom threatened by rebellion and war. Thanks to the warnings the White Dragon had sent in his dreams, he knew the future would be dark and tragic.


			But what could he do about it?


			He had been a great king. For as long as he could remember, he had ruled, loved and fought like one. So what had become of this glorious and formidable king? Had he disappeared for ever? How had he become this old man who, hidden away in an empty fortress, was simply waiting to die? Now he only inspired pity.


			Bitter and careworn, Erklant II allowed himself to be distracted by the drops splashing on the window ledge. Then his gaze followed the chalky drips that were forming a puddle inside and his thoughts started to drift away from him …


			But he gathered them back in.


			His bony hands gripped the throne’s armrests and, pulling with his arms and pressing with his legs, the High King slowly rose to his feet. It was a small victory. He was weak, but out of pride had continued to dress the part of a warrior king. The leather and steel chain mail weighed heavily upon him.


			Having drawn a deep breath, he took a step.


			And another.


			A third took him to the window.


			He observed the Citadel beneath the white cloudburst: the rain-splashed rooftops, the tall curtain walls and their walks, the fires of the watchtowers and the dark outlines of the mountains.


			Beyond them spread his kingdom.


			The High Kingdom.


			Erklant II sighed.


			Long ago, during the Last War of the Shadows, other men had shut themselves up in this solitary fortress. Led by the man who became the first High King, several thousand warriors had waged what they believed would be their final combat, right here. For them, it was not a matter of vanquishing the hosts of the Dragons of Obscurity and Oblivion, but only of resisting them to the bitter end and falling with their weapons in their hand. Like them, the old king had come here with the intention of dying. The Citadel would be his tomb, far from prying eyes and murmurs.


			But his plans had come undone.


			The members of the Assembly of Ir’kans had spoken to him. Or, at least, they had sent him one of their emissaries, as was their wont. The High King had received him. He had listened to him and found new hope. Perhaps he could still save his kingdom and end his reign with a semblance of glory. If the Assembly were not lying, that was the will of the Dragon of Destiny and only one man was missing before it could be fulfilled.


			A man defamed and banished.


			A man condemned to hell.


			A man who must now be recalled to service.


			Rain clinging to the veil covering his bony face, the High King raised his eyes and his gaze lost itself in a distance greater than he could see, looking towards a ship that seemed tiny on a storm-tossed sea.
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			‘Dalroth was ringed by high walls and a distant sea. Some said it lay beyond our world. It had been built during the Shadows, against the armies of the Dragons of Obscurity and Oblivion. It had survived the patient wear and tear of time, but the Dark remained a powerful force there, able to corrupt the bodies and souls and dreams of cursed men.’


			Chronicles (The Book of Shadow)


			A violent storm broke out that night.


			An angry sea raged around an island towards which a solitary galleon was making its way. The beleaguered vessel struggled to maintain its course – pitching, plunging and then rising again – its prow sometimes standing straight up before crashing down upon the foaming crests. The rain-filled squalls caused the sails to flap noisily. Black waves exploded against the sides of its hull. The gale swept across it from end to end. Its masts and wooden frame creaked ominously but the ship sailed on, illuminated at intervals by great purple lightning bolts in the sky.


			Surrounded by tall cliffs, the island seemed inaccessible. Nonetheless the galleon, bearing the banner of the High Kingdom, made landfall, finding refuge in a cove protected by a ruined tower standing at the end of a reef of jagged rocks. The ship docked at an old stone pier before lowering the gangway. The place was desolate, blasted by howling gusts of wind. Four soldiers disembarked and stood at attention despite the rain that spattered their helmets and inlaid breastplates. A young man joined them. He wore a sword at his side and fine clothing beneath a large cloak whose hood hid his face. Followed by his escort, he approached the cliff with a brisk step and, by means of a stairway carved into the rock face, began to climb towards the fortress at the island’s summit.


			Its sinister ramparts prolonging the cliffs beset by thundering waves on all sides, Dalroth stood massive and menacing in the shrieking winds and drenching downpour, seeming to appear out of nowhere each time the lightning ripped a scarlet wound in the night sky.


			


			The governor of Dalroth was sleeping fitfully when soldiers burst into his chamber, pushing past the servant at the door. They were soaked and their helmets and armour gleamed in the light from the lantern held by one of their number. The governor sat up in his bed with a dazed expression.


			‘Wh— What’s going on?’ he stammered.


			He saw the soldiers step aside to allow entry to a young man whose face was concealed by a hood dripping with rain. Without saying a word, the man handed the governor a scroll sealed in black wax. Through the half-opened curtains, bright flashes of lightning filled the room with a dazzle that froze the scene for a heartbeat.


			The governor dithered for a moment.


			Then he took the scroll with a trembling hand and unrolled it. The soldier with the lantern brought it close so that he could read what was written.


			


			The order for the prisoner’s release was delivered to the captain of the garrison, who picked six able men and placed himself at their head. The storm continued to vent its fury upon Dalroth and he knew what that meant: if the Dark inflicted nothing more than nightmares and morbid ravings before morning, they would be fortunate. They’d best perform their duty quickly.


			In these times, the fortress of Dalroth was a prison so terrible that, out of clemency, judges sometimes allowed condemned men to choose death rather than be sent there. No one had ever returned from it entirely sound of mind. Too much blood had been shed there, too much suffering and despair had been witnessed, too many lives sacrificed. And although the era of the Shadows was long over, the Dark remained a powerful force in the bowels of the fortress where the prisoners were held. Each of them, in their cells, experienced their own special hell. Hounded even in their dreams by macabre visions and abject terrors, afflicted by twisted obsessions, all of them succumbed to madness. At the mercy of the slow corruption of the Dark, even the strongest minds could only resist for a few years.


			The captain and his men advanced with a determined step, accompanied by the rattle of weapons and chain mail. To reach the gaol, they had to walk along empty corridors, descend increasingly dark and sinister stairways and pass through a series of gates that were locked behind them. The air was dank, charged with humidity and anguish – it was an effort to breathe.


			Leading the way, the captain wore a sombre expression. As for the soldiers, they were already being nagged by a vague sense of dread, which was only one of the first symptoms of the Dark. They were aware of the effect and struggled to retain their self-control, resisting the urge to invent figments in the shadows, to feel a breath down their necks, to imagine a creeping presence at their backs.


			Normally, the Dark only represented a danger at the very lowest levels of Dalroth. Elsewhere, it induced a sentiment of oppression and loss which one gradually became accustomed to, just another aspect of the prison’s grim atmosphere. But on these nights when the purple storms raged, the Dark rose like a miasma from the island’s entrails, aggravating fears and angers, reviving old resentments and suspicions, transforming sorrows into hopelessness. It could, in some individuals, provoke brief episodes of dementia. That night, moreover, the captain had not slept. He had been anxiously watching the storm from his window when the sergeant on watch had knocked at his door. He had expected the man to announce a suicide, a bloody brawl between soldiers, or some ominous unrest among the inmates. The arrival of a royal envoy had come as a surprise, but was hardly more reassuring.


			The squad finally arrived at the last door separating it from the prisoners’ quarters. At the bottom of a spiral staircase, in a room with bare walls, the noise of the storm was reduced to a distant rumble. The double doors were made of black wood, the panels reinforced with fat square-headed nails. A heavy bar held them firmly shut.


			Upon the captain’s order, a gaoler slid the bar aside before pushing open one of the panels. He strained, bracing himself, as if the fortress itself was resisting him. With a whisper of complaint, a breath of air slipped out through the narrow gap. The captain thought he saw a dark shape accompany this movement and immediately dissipate. From the corner of his eye, he watched for a reaction from his men, but they remained in orderly ranks and seemed to have noticed nothing amiss.


			Had he imagined it?


			The gaoler pushed again and the door opened onto a deep, dark, vaulted hallway.


			A shiver ran down the spines of the captain and his men.
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			The light drove away the shadows as the door opened with a groan. The dungeon cell was divided in two by a cage. Damp straw was strewn on the grey flagstones. There was a pallet and a blanket lying behind the bars. Otherwise, the room was bare.


			The prisoner was sitting on his bedding with his back to the rear wall, wrists on his raised knees, hands dangling and head bowed. He did not move when he heard the key turn in the lock, nor when the light reached him. He was wearing a shirt and a pair of breeches. There were scabs covering his forearms, his ankles and his dirty feet. His hair hung in long filthy locks before his face.


			The captain stepped up to the bars.


			‘Knight,’ he called.


			As the prisoner did not react, the captain called again:


			‘Knight. Knight, do you hear me?’


			Having failed to elicit any response, the captain turned to the gaoler:


			‘Is he still sane?’ he asked. ‘Does he even understand me?’


			The gaoler merely grimaced in reply and shrugged his shoulders.


			‘Open up,’ the captain ordered, trying to ignore the voices whispering in his ears.


			Voices he normally heard only in his sleep …


			The gaoler obeyed, unlocked the cage and drew back to allow two soldiers to pass. They seized hold of the prisoner beneath his armpits and lifted him up. The man made no effort to resist. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but his body had withered due to the rigors of prison life. He stank and seemed to lack any strength.


			‘Knight?’ the captain tried again.


			He still hoped to capture the prisoner’s attention.


			Worried, he took hold of the man’s chin between his thumb and index finger, and gently forced him to lift his head. The hair parted to reveal a gaunt face with a blank gaze and drawn features. It was the face of a man who was still young, but who had undergone greater ordeals than any individual should bear. A dark stubble covered his hollowed cheeks and a scar marred his right eyebrow. His lips were dry.


			The captain sought in vain for a gleam of recognition in the prisoner’s eyes.


			‘Take him,’ he said.


			He felt oppressed. Spied upon. Threatened by Dalroth’s shadows. Like his men, he had only one idea in mind: to flee this accursed place.


			


			The prisoner was not so much marched as dragged along. He had difficulty remaining on his feet, stumbled often and struggled to keep up with the pace forced upon him by the soldiers. Several times, the captain asked those holding him upright not to mistreat the man, but like them, the officer was goaded along by a tremendous urge to leave the underground gaol cells.


			A mournful groan rose from the depths of the fortress when the gaoler finally shut the black door behind them, as if Dalroth regretted allowing even a single soul to escape. For their part, the captain and his men felt a great relief. Liberated, they breathed easier and found themselves smiling for no good reason, except that they were safe and sound. The captain thanked the gaoler, signalled his men to follow him and climbed the spiral staircase to return to Dalroth’s upper levels.


			To the storm.


			


			The storm had not abated. In fact, its fury seemed to have increased. Thunder shook the island like mighty blows of a battering ram. The lightning bolts ripped open dazzling slashes in the black, tormented sky. The rain fell in heavy sheets and the wind howled all around, whistling in the embrasures, rattling the windows, threatening to blow out the torches and rustling the drapes. Loaded with moisture, the air seemed so thick that one needed to keep one’s mouth half open in order not to suffocate.


			They had almost reached their destination, but they still had to traverse a vast courtyard. The captain hesitated, but this was the shortest route. He beckoned his men to follow him before venturing outside.


			It was the moment the prisoner had been waiting for.


			Bent beneath the storm, the two soldiers supporting him thought only of crossing the courtyard as quickly as possible. Not anticipating trouble, they reacted slowly when the prisoner freed himself with a brusque movement of his shoulders. He did not lose a second, delivering an elbow blow to one soldier, then spinning round and striking the other with a knee to the groin. The man doubled over and collapsed to the ground with a moan. His companion was still reeling. With an incredible display of strength and agility, the prisoner lifted him over his shoulder and dumped him on his back. In the same movement, he stole the man’s sword from its scabbard and was about to pin him to the ground when the captain shouted:


			‘NO!’


			The prisoner froze just when there was a flash of lightning. He turned wild eyes towards the officer.


			‘No, knight. Don’t … I beg of you.’


			Heedless of the rain slapping at his face, the prisoner stared at the captain, looking puzzled and uncertain, as if his words were somehow both foreign and strangely familiar. Then another flash of lightning tore open the night, splashing purple over the courtyard and the soldiers who stood silently with swords in their fists.


			The prisoner bounded away from them.


			‘Knight!’ the captain called out.


			In vain.


			The man was already escaping by a stairway.


			


			The world was a nightmare. A haunted realm, filled with screams.


			The prisoner was fleeing.


			Blinded by the gale, disoriented by the thunder, he had no idea where he was going. Everything was strange and hostile. Scarlet chasms opened in the sky and threatened to swallow him. The wind carried the moans and laughter of damned souls to his ears. Lightning lashed at his heels.


			Barefoot and soaked to the skin in his tattered clothing, he was oblivious to the chill. He could only think of escape, of fleeing at any cost from this maze of grey stone and from the men pursuing him. He did not know why they had come looking for him. He did not know what they wanted from him. But he knew that no one had ever left Dalroth and he preferred to die than return to the hell that lay within his prison cell.


			The alarm had been raised. Shouts, orders and calls rang throughout the fortress, mixed with the din of the storm. At the top of an outer staircase, the prisoner halted when he saw three soldiers running towards him. They spotted him in turn and slowed, approaching cautiously.


			He observed them.


			Hanging back from his two comrades, the third man called out over his shoulder:


			‘OVER HERE!’


			Voices answered him. Some of them came from close by.


			The prisoner examined the three armed men. He was still hesitating when, suddenly, the lightning illuminated their faces glistening with rain.


			He plunged forward.


			He surprised the first soldier with a sword slash to the shoulder, then spun round and gutted the second with an upward thrust of his bloodied blade. The third attacked with a yell. But Lorn easily parried two cuts before planting his sword to the hilt in the belly of his adversary.


			Other guards were now arriving.


			The prisoner pulled his blade from the body and fled towards the heights of Dalroth. He thought he’d succeeded in eluding his pursuers when, emerging from an alley, he saw a patrol coming towards him. He immediately reversed course, although he risked running into those he had just left behind. Breathless, with soldiers at his heels, the fugitive turned off just as the others came into view.


			The net was tightening around him.


			Moving along galleries and climbing stairs, the prisoner continued to ascend towards Dalroth’s summit. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched for the distorted shadows of the soldiers projected on the damp walls by each flash of lightning. It was a hunt in which he was the prey and the pack of hounds was growing steadily nearer.


			At the end of his strength, he climbed a last flight of steps and reached the ramparts. A gust of wind took him by surprise, almost bowling him over. Here, the wind was deafening and the rain came hurtling down with force. The boiling sky seemed close enough to touch with an upraised arm.


			The prisoner instinctively hunched his head between his shoulders and sought a way out. Soldiers were approaching from both directions along the rampart walk. Others were coming up the stairs he had just climbed. Behind him lay empty air, and at the end of a dizzying fall, the rocks dashed by the furious waves of the Sea of Shadows.


			The soldiers deployed themselves carefully.


			He was trapped. His eyes rolled like those of a hunted beast and anxious panting made his chest heave beneath the soaked shirt. His fists tightened around the sword’s grip.


			The circle closed in on him.


			When a soldier advanced, the prisoner prepared to charge him. The man immediately retreated and he did likewise, keeping his back against the parapet to avoid being completely surrounded.


			He waited.


			When the captain finally joined his men, he tried to say something, but the prisoner could not understand his words. He knew that flight was impossible and that he could not overcome these opponents. But he would not let himself be recaptured. He had difficulty ordering his thoughts, as though he was drunk, but a sense of desperation even stronger than fear burned within him. One way or another, tonight he would escape from Dalroth.


			At the slightest gesture by the soldiers, he retreated further.


			Towards the parapet, thin air, and death below.


			‘Lorn!’ a voice shouted. ‘Lorn, I beg you! Don’t do this!’


			


			The royal envoy passed through the row of soldiers. Alone and bareheaded, he advanced with slow deliberate steps. Keeping his gaze fixed upon the prisoner, he stretched out his hand.


			‘Lorn, it’s me. It’s me, Alan.’


			He was slender, attractive young man with blond hair, who spoke in a calm and even voice.


			‘You there, don’t move a muscle,’ he said to the soldiers. ‘If you make him jump, I’ll have all of you executed. Understood?’


			The soldiers nodded. Some had noted the royal signet ring he wore on his finger, or even knew his identity. The captain signalled to his men they should obey and the order from Prince Alderan, the High King’s younger son, was relayed through the ranks.


			The prince addressed the prisoner again. His eyes did not leave Lorn’s for even an instant. The poor wretch stared at him, his gaze betraying doubt and suspicion.


			‘It’s me, Alan. You recognise me, don’t you?’


			The prisoner nodded very slowly, without conviction. He still had his back to empty space, his hair whipping in the wind. With each flash of lightning, his outline stood out against a backdrop of tormented sky.


			‘I’ve come for you,’ explained Alan, taking another step forward. ‘I’ve come to fetch you. You’ve been declared innocent, Lorn. My father ordered a second trial that absolved you.’


			Lorn frowned and seemed to lower his guard slightly.


			Memories started to come back to him.


			Lorn. Lorn Askarian.


			That was his name.


			He was slowly emerging from the twisted fog of an endless nightmare. But thinking remained a struggle. The wind and the rain harassed him. The lightning stung his eyes. His head ached and the thunder hammered at his temples.


			With the hand that he had not held out, Alan undid the buckle of his belt and let his sword fall to the ground. The soldiers exchanged anxious glances with their captain.


			‘You see? I have no weapon. I’m your friend, Lorn. You have nothing to fear. Not any more. I’m your friend and I’ve come to take you away from here. Far away, Lorn, never to return.’


			‘A— Alan?’ the prisoner stammered.


			‘Yes, Lorn,’ replied Alan with a smile. ‘It’s me. It’s Alan.’


			He drew closer and saw a change come over the other man. The fear and doubt disappeared from the prisoner’s eyes, replaced by an immense weariness.


			The sword slipped from his hands.


			His knees gave way.


			Exhausted, Lorn burst into sobs before collapsing into the prince’s arms.
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			‘The Assembly of Ir’kans traditionally met in an ancient hall, where the Guardians attended either in person or in spirit.’


			Chronicles (The Book of Secrets)


			The table was a stone ring at the centre of which floated an ethereal sphere. A column of pale light fell upon this sphere and enshrouded it with a pearly halo, which only provided faint illumination. Spaced at regular intervals about the table, the armchairs in which the Guardians were seated remained in shadow. Of the Guardians themselves, only their heads and shoulders could be discerned. They were all wearing concealing grey hoods.


			‘What is his name?’ asked the Third Guardian.


			‘Lorn Askarian,’ the Seventh Guardian replied.


			‘Is that his real name? The one he bears before the Dragon of Destiny?’


			‘No,’ said the Second Guardian. ‘He is the Knight with the Sword.’


			‘Do we know for certain? Who among us can vouch for this?’


			‘I do,’ said the Seventh Guardian.


			There was a moment of silence.


			‘The star of the Knight with the Sword has reappeared in the firmament,’ said the Fourth Guardian. ‘And it stands in conjunction with that of the Prince.’


			‘That proves nothing,’ protested the Third Guardian in a hostile tone.


			‘Are you blind or have you gone mad?’ exclaimed the Seventh Guardian. ‘It is written that the Knight with the Sword would return from the Fortress of the Shadows.’


			‘And that the Shadows would follow him.’


			‘That’s true,’ confirmed the Ninth Guardian.


			‘Then who is the blind one here?’ asked the Third Guardian. ‘Who has gone mad?’


			The Seventh Guardian was about to reply, but the Third did not allow it, commenting to the others:


			‘We have gambled with the path chosen by the Dragon of Destiny. And if it is true that the Knight with the Sword’s star now shines once again, it is also true that it does so with a dull glow. Perhaps we have made a mistake.’


			The First Guardian now decided to intervene. He spoke in a firm, even tone. Beneath his hood there sparkled the stars of an immense nocturnal sky.


			‘The Assembly has deliberated and made its choice. There can be no question of reversing that decision.’


			‘Against my advice,’ the Third Guardian ventured to protest.


			‘The judgement of the Assembly prevails!’


			It sounded like a call to order.


			The Third Guardian made no reply, but his silence was an ominous sign. He was powerful and proud. He had his followers. The First Guardian found it prudent to adopt a more conciliatory tone.


			‘We must sometimes act to ensure that Destiny’s will is respected. It is both our right and our duty to do so, but only on very rare occasions, for we are all aware of the danger it entails. The extraordiary fate in store for the Knight with the Sword is certain, so we were obliged to permit his star to shine once again. But as the Third Guardian has said, it shines with a dull glow. That should worry us.’


			‘This dull glow is perhaps due to the Fortress of the Shadows,’ stressed the Seventh Guardian. ‘If we allow him more time, his star may recover its full brilliance.’


			‘No one can swear to that,’ objected the Third Guardian.


			‘Nor to the contrary!’ the Seventh Guardian retorted. And turning to the First Guardian he added, ‘Are we going to give up? Turn our backs on the Knight with the Sword, now that we have recalled him? Think of all he is supposed to accomplish.’


			Silence fell again.


			Then the First Guardian said:


			‘Let’s summon an emissary.’


			‘Which one?’ asked the Fourth Guardian.


			‘The one who served us so well with the High King. Let him meet this Lorn Askarian and determine how strong a hold the Dark has on him. If he is the Knight with the Sword, and if his star is forever tarnished, then we shall know what to do.’
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			‘It was an ever-raging sea, and even more so at night. It was born of the cataclysm that shook the world at the end of the Shadows. That explained its name. And its storms. And the evil dreams and tortured nights of Dalroth.’


			Chronicles (The Book of Shadow)


			The royal galleon sailed away from Dalroth and the storm. The waters of the Sea of Shadows remained agitated and treacherous, but less so than around the cursed fortress, where the forces of nature confronted the Dark without ever winning the battle. The winds abated. The swells diminished. The waves assaulted the vessel with a reduced fury.


			


			A cabin had been reserved for Lorn.


			There was a bunk that looked comfortable, but he asked for the wherewithal to wash first as he wanted to feel clean and decent. Despite his fatigue, he made a thorough job of it, requiring several ewers of water. He put on a fresh shirt and breeches. Gave away his prison clothing to be burned. Resolved to trim his beard rather than shave it off, out of fear of cutting himself due to the ship’s swaying and plunging into the dips between swells, but also because his hands were shaking. Alan assured him there was a ship’s boy among the crew who would be able to shave him, but Lorn would not hear of it.


			And, at last, he lay down.


			He was exhausted, stricken by a weariness that was as much mental as physical. Yet sleep eluded him. It was as if he had just awoken from a nightmare. Or an illness, a fever, a tortuous dream from which he was still struggling to extract himself. It was like a weight upon his soul that had lifted and left him naked.


			Just before embarking, he had turned around and raised his eyes towards Dalroth to – so he hoped – look upon it one last time. Alan had waited until Lorn, his face splashed with rain, asked him in a hoarse voice:


			‘What year is it?’


			Alan hesitated.


			‘Please,’ insisted Lorn. ‘I’ll find out eventually, won’t I?’


			‘You really don’t know?’


			‘No.’


			‘The year is 1547,’ the prince revealed, in as gentle a voice as possible.


			He could not help feeling ashamed.


			Telling Lorn the year was the same as telling him how long he’d been imprisoned. But saying it obliged him to face the awful truth. Sometimes the harshness of a fact becomes unbearable when it was spoken aloud.


			As his friend remained silent, the prince drew in a breath and added:


			‘We are in the spring of 1547.’


			There, all had been said.


			Lorn took some time absorbing this information.


			‘So it’s been … three years …’ he murmured.


			‘Yes.’


			Lorn had nodded slowly.


			He had remained silent, but at that moment he had felt, for the first time in a very long while, an emotion that was neither fear nor dismay.


			One of the most human emotions.


			Anger.


			


			Rocked by the strong swell, Lorn was drowsing when he heard a quiet knock upon his door. Amidst the creaking of the galleon, he doubted whether he had heard right and pricked up his ears.


			The knocking came again.


			‘Come in,’ he said in a voice that was still hoarse.


			A white priest peeped in with a hesitant air. He was about fifty years old, with grey hair and a short, perfectly trimmed beard.


			‘Forgive me, my son. Were you sleeping? I can come back …’


			As Lorn made no reply, the priest entered. He was tall and solidly built. Upon seeing Lorn struggling to sit up, he hurriedly said:


			‘No, no, my son. Don’t trouble yourself.’


			Lorn contented himself with rolling onto his side and propping his head on one elbow. ‘May I?’ asked the priest, pointing to a stool.


			Lorn having nodded his assent, the priest sat down.


			‘I am Father Domnis, my son. Perhaps you remember me. We met three years ago when—’


			‘I remember.’


			‘As you might guess, Prince Alderan’s asked me to visit you.’


			Wary, Lorn asked:


			‘Are you worried about my soul?’


			‘It is no secret that Dalroth tests the spirit as much as the body,’ said the priest in a conciliatory tone.


			He was wearing the white robe of his order with a dragon’s head over the heart, barely distinguishable as it was also embroidered in white, although with shiny silk thread. He worshipped Eyral, the Dragon of Knowledge, who was also the protector of the High Kingdom. Of all the Divine Dragons who had once ruled over the world and men, Eyral remained one of the most respected.


			Lorn lay on his back again. He laced his fingers behind his neck and stared up at the cabin ceiling.


			‘I’m fine, father. I need peace and quiet. That’s all.’


			The priest knew Lorn was lying to him.


			But he also knew Lorn was lying as much to himself, as was often the case with those who had been through a hellish ordeal. His lie was helping him combat the horror of what he had endured, what he had done, and, perhaps, what he had become. But he would need to confront reality eventually.


			‘I’m glad to hear that,’ said Father Domnis. ‘However, if you feel the need to confide …’ He left his sentence dangling. ‘Or if you have nightmares, visions that haunt you,’ he added.


			Lorn did not reply, his eyes fixed on the beam that ran above his bunk. He was exhausted, but a dull anger continued to grip his belly. He had no trouble containing it, however. It was like a wild but sleeping animal curled up inside him.


			After a moment of silence, Father Domnis proposed:


			‘Shall we pray?’


			‘I no longer have faith, father.’


			The priest nodded gravely, like a man who believed he understood.


			‘No doubt Dalroth has—’


			‘No, father. I did not lose my faith at Dalroth. I should even have liked its comfort there, but …’


			He did not finish.


			‘In that case,’ said Father Domnis, ‘would you permit me to pray for you, my son?’


			It had been a long time since anyone had worried about him. Nevertheless, Lorn did not feel the slightest twinge of gratitude, or reassurance. He wondered where this priest, and all the others, had been while he was screaming his lungs out, tormented by the spectres of the Dark.


			‘Go ahead and pray for me, father. It’s what one does when there’s no hope left.’


			


			A short while later, Father Domnis joined Alan on the poop deck. Gripping the rail, the prince watched Dalroth recede into the night. The sea was still heaving, but they had escaped from the storm, its deluge of rain and purple lightning. The noise of the thunder had diminished.


			His face lashed by the spray, the prince kept his eyes fixed on the cursed fortress.


			‘Well?’ he asked.


			‘Your friend is strong. I have good hope he will one day recover. But he is not the man he was, and he never will be again.’


			‘The Dark?’


			‘Yes, although I don’t know to what extent it has infected him. But even without that …’


			The priest of Eyral hesitated.


			‘I’m listening, father.’


			Alan’s tone had remained courteous. But he was a prince, a son of the High King. He was accustomed to being obeyed and he knew, with a slight inflection of his voice, how to indicate when he was starting to grow impatient.


			‘You know that war changes men,’ said Father Domnis.


			He was concerned to find the right words, fearing that he would exasperate Alan by clumsily declaring a truth the prince didn’t want to hear.


			‘It usually changes them for the worse,’ said the prince. ‘Some come back broken. Or mad. Incapable of settling down.’


			‘Some come back dangerous.’


			Alan turned to the white priest, who saw in the prince’s eye what he had feared most: a seething, indignant denial.


			‘Are you telling me that Lorn has returned from a war?’


			‘In a manner of speaking. A war against solitude. A war against madness. Against oblivion.’


			‘Against the Dark?’


			‘Yes, unhappily.’


			‘And did he lose this war?’


			‘I don’t know. But I sense in him a terrible anger that only—’


			Alan lost his temper.


			‘Lorn has been dishonoured, betrayed, abandoned by everyone! He lost the woman he loved! His life was stolen from him and he spent three infernal years at Dalroth despite his innocence. Who on earth, in his situation, would not be angry? Tell me! Who?’


			Father Domnis had no reply.


			Alan felt suddenly weary. He regained his calm, sighed, and leaned on the rail.


			‘Forgive me, father.’


			‘It’s nothing, my son. I understand.’


			The priest knew that Alan was not angry with him. And he also knew, the prince having confided in him several times on the subject, that his anger was not only inspired by the terrible injustice done to Lorn; it was also the expression of a profound sense of guilt.


			Alan felt Father Domnis place a hand upon his shoulder.


			‘There’s no cause to reproach yourself, my son.’


			‘Really? Then why do I have trouble looking my best friend in the eye?’ asked the prince.


			He had a lump in his throat.


			‘You wanted to rescue your friend. You blame yourself for not being there for him … But it’s not your fault.’


			Staring out again at the turbulent horizon, Alan kept control of himself and nodded.


			‘What can I do to help him, father?’


			‘First of all, you must summon your patience. Pray. Wait and be there when he has need of you. Don’t pressure him. Don’t oblige him to do anything. Listen to him when he wants to speak, but don’t try to prise confidences out of him …’


			‘On the ramparts, he was ready to throw himself over the edge. Is he still a danger to himself?’


			‘No doubt.’


			‘And to others?’


			‘Yes.’


			The frankness of the priest’s reply surprised Alan. He absorbed the news and, looking worried, straightened up.


			His gaze lost itself in the distance.


			‘Lorn is lucky to have a friend like you,’ said Father Domnis after a moment. ‘However …’


			‘Yes?’


			‘Be patient,’ advised the white priest. ‘But also be prudent.’


			The prince mulled this over.


			Patient, he believed he could be.


			But prudent?


			Born only a few months apart, Lorn and he had suckled at the breasts of the same nurses before being raised like brothers. When they were children, they had played the same games. Later, they had received their first swords together and, at the age of thirteen, lost their virginity in the same bed with two sisters renowned for their skills. The day when the king dubbed his son before the assembled knighthood of the High Kingdom, Lorn was the second in line. And after that, their friendship never weakened. On the contrary, it grew stronger over the years through thick and thin, joys and sorrows, hopes and regrets.


			‘For me, Lorn is more than a brother,’ said Alan. ‘I have already let him down by leaving him to rot within Dalroth. I will not turn my back on him a second time. And you know what I owe him.’


			‘The Dark is both powerful and insidious, my son.’


			‘No, father!’ said the prince, clutching the rail as if he wanted to plant his fingers there. ‘I will not suspect Lorn of being someone else. What sort of friend would I be, distrusting him when he is in such need of help?’


			‘I understand,’ replied the white priest as he turned towards Dalroth. ‘But don’t forget that the man you knew might have died in there.’


			


			Lorn did not sleep.


			Eyes wide open in the dim light, he stared at the ceiling above his bunk. He did not blink, he did not move and he barely breathed, trapped in a disturbing mineral stillness while the ship pitched, creaked and groaned around him.


			There was a pale gleam in his fixed gaze.
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			Lorn awoke in the morning, when a servant brought him his meal.


			It was old Odric, Alan’s trusted valet. Thin, dry and wrinkled, he had been in the service of the prince since his birth. So Lorn, too, had always known him.


			‘Good morning, Odric,’ said Lorn, noticing that the servant was avoiding his gaze.


			‘Good morning, my lord.’


			In fact, Odric was uneasy and couldn’t hide it. Lorn watched him set out the contents of his tray on the table.


			‘I’m happy to see you again, Odric.’


			‘Thank you, my lord.’


			Then, his eyes still averted, the old servant enquired:


			‘Is there anything else you desire, my lord? The supplies on board are limited, but …’


			‘This will be fine.’


			‘At your service, my lord.


			The valet withdrew, but before closing the door, he turned round.


			‘My lord?’


			‘Yes?’


			He looked ashamed.


			‘I … I beg your forgiveness, my lord …’


			His face expressionless, Lorn felt the anger that had faded during the night returning.


			‘Leave me, Odric.’


			Once he was alone, Lorn rose and went to the window.


			The galleon had not yet left the Sea of Shadows, but it was sailing on calmer waters, propelled by steady winds. Lorn watched the waves for a long moment, and then turned towards the meal awaiting him.


			


			He ate without appetite.


			Lorn was finishing his breakfast when Alan came to join him and, without ceremony, sat down to pick at his friend’s plate. They exchanged a glance but said nothing.


			Because they were true friends, silence had never embarrassed them. Yet the silence that installed itself between them now had a different quality about it. It was not the expression of a complicity that needed no words, but the manifestation of awkwardness, each of them hesitating to speak first. Lorn did not feel able to express anything at all, not even gratitude. While the prince did not know what approach to adopt, torn between the urge to take care of his friend, the fear of being tactless and an idiotic sense of decorum that inhibited him.


			Moreover, he could not help but feel guilty.


			‘Your eyes have changed,’ he finally said in a casual manner.


			With the tip of his knife he was spreading a pat of butter on a piece of bread.


			Lorn frowned.


			‘What?’


			‘Your eyes. They’ve changed colour. The right one, especially. At least, I think so.’


			Lorn took down the little tin mirror hanging above the washbasin. Then he approached the window in order to see more clearly in the light passing through the small diamond-shaped panes.


			Alan was right.


			Lorn had been born with blue eyes. Now, the right one was a very faded grey. The previous evening, in the cabin’s dim light, he had not noticed this. Besides, he’d avoided examining himself too closely. It had been years since he had seen his own face, and the one he’d glimpsed in the reflection frightened him.


			‘How did that happen?’ asked the prince.


			‘I have no idea.’


			But Lorn knew the cause of this change as well as Alan. He tossed the mirror on the crumpled sheets of the bunk and sat back down.


			‘That’s not so serious,’ Alan commented. ‘I’d even wager that it will please the ladies. It gives you a … umm … mysterious air.’


			Lorn shrugged.


			The truth was, he didn’t care if one of his eyes had changed colour. He knew that Dalroth had done far worse to him, by stealing part of his soul for ever.


			‘Father Domnis spoke to you, didn’t he?’ he asked.


			Alan’s face grew grim.


			‘Yes.’


			‘And?’


			The prince weighed his words carefully.


			‘He’s afraid you’ve been corrupted by the Dark.’


			‘Do I seem to have lost my reason?’


			‘No,’ admitted Alan.


			That did not prove anything, however.


			Both men knew that the Dark’s contagion might not be apparent. It was furtive and patient. It could wreak havoc before it fully revealed itself. It might even go completely undetected.


			Lorn sighed.


			‘And what do you believe?’


			‘I believe you are my friend and I will do everything in my power to help you.’


			They exchanged a long glance that spoke volumes, before Lorn finally said:


			‘Thank you. Thank you for taking me out of that hellhole.’


			He almost had to force himself to say it.


			He knew that Alan had braved the storms of the Sea of Shadows in order to fetch him home from Dalroth. He was equally convinced that the prince had done everything he could to hasten Lorn’s release. And yet he couldn’t feel any gratitude towards Alan. The torments he had endured under the influence of the Dark were like raw wounds; still too painful for him to feel anything but his suffering.


			‘Don’t thank me, Lorn. I owe you my life, don’t forget that.’


			Lorn said nothing.


			‘Furthermore,’ continued Alan, ‘there’s no reason to thank me. Or anyone else. You should not have been sent to Dalroth in the first place. You were innocent and—’


			Lorn stopped him.


			He had no desire to hear his friend speak of his innocence and he knew perfectly well where he stood in this matter. His pain and his anger were on the verge of becoming outrage.


			‘Don’t hold what I’m about to say against me, Alan. You … You are my friend. I know you couldn’t help me these past three years. But others could, and they did nothing. Nothing at all. So forgive me if I hold a grudge against all of you. Even against you personally. I still have too much … too much anger in me.’


			The prince nodded, with a profound sadness in his eyes.


			‘I understand.’


			Lorn then regretted having caused his friend sorrow and tried to explain himself more clearly.


			‘No one deserves to endure what I did at Dalroth. The suffering, the nightmares, the madness, the Dark … No one deserves that and I can’t …’


			His voice choked. He could not finish his sentence.


			The prince hesitated, and all he found to say was:


			‘Free, Lorn. Free and declared innocent. I wish I could have done more but I didn’t know about the accusations made against you. I would have defended you, otherwise. And three years would not have passed before—’


			Lorn’s gaze hardened.


			‘I’m sure of that. But as I said: don’t ask me to forgive you now.’


			‘Without you,’ Alan continued nonetheless, ‘I would no longer be of this world. And where was I when you needed me?’


			‘Stop it, Alan. Just stop.’


			Lorn’s tone had become icy and menacing.


			The prince pulled himself together at last and, ashamed of his self-pity, fell silent with his head hung. He knew that he was sometimes selfish and he was angry at himself for giving in to his tendency to ease his own conscience.


			There was another silence which, as it stretched, became embarrassing.


			Alan noticed Lorn’s left hand was bandaged and thought he had hit upon a safe topic of conversation.


			‘Are you wounded?’


			Lorn gave him a cynical smile.


			‘In a manner of speaking.’


			After a moment’s hesitation, he removed the bandage and, fist raised, placed his elbow upon the table so Alan could see the seal on the back of his friend’s hand. It was an ancient rune, that of the Dark, engraved upon a red stone medallion embedded in the flesh.


			


			The galleon soon left the black and dangerous waters of the Sea of Shadows behind. The continent was still far away, but an island loomed on the horizon. The captain set a course for this island first, and then made for two rocky needles that stood behind it. A gigantic stone arch linked these twin peaks.


			Alan and Lorn came out on deck to witness the spectacle. Standing on the poop deck, a mage from the Navigators’ Guild had already started his incantations. The ship was loaded with arcanium. Even its sails were woven with threads of this metal. Reacting to the magic, the arcanium started to glow and to hum, while an uncanny breeze lifted.


			Still weak, Lorn was overcome by dizziness. He had insisted on leaving his cabin in order to watch the ship depart from the Sea of Shadows. But he had overtaxed his strength and had not foreseen the effect the immensity of the horizon would have on him after three years in a gaol cell. He felt crushed and lost, tiny and vulnerable. The blue sky seemed infinite and the sun hurt his pale eyes. The air of the open sea was intoxicating. He had to take in several deep breaths, gripping Alan’s shoulder as his friend discreetly held him upright.


			‘Are you all right?’


			‘I’m … I’m fine …’


			‘Sure?’


			Lorn did not have to reply.


			At the galleon’s approach, the runes engraved in the stone arch lit up. Shimmering coils spun in the air. They wrapped themselves around the ship, curled around the masts, slipped over the sails and crackled when they came into contact with the arcanium supports. A passage opened beneath the immense arch.


			The ship entered it and disappeared in a blinding flash.
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			‘The High King Erklant II was wed to Queen Celyane in a second marriage, after the death of his first wife. No doubt he never loved her, although she bore him two sons.’


			Chronicles (The Book of the Three Princes’ War)


			The ladies-in-waiting busied themselves, finishing sewing on a button, measuring a sleeve, taking in a hem, adjusting a pleat. In their midst, Queen Celyane let them get on with it, holding herself straight and lifting an arm when necessary. Tall and slender, still beautiful, with dark eyes and a severe mouth, she was impassive but watchful, regularly ordering her entourage to step aside so she could see herself in the large mirror placed in front of her. This outfit was the one she would wear at an event that would mark the triumph of her policy and would establish her in the eyes of all the world as the reigning queen of the High Kingdom.


			An event fit to be related in the Chronicles.


			‘Ma’am?’


			The queen turned her head towards a young lady-in-waiting who presented her with different sets of jewellery on a satin cushion. She was pointing to one when it was announced that Lord Esteveris wished to be received. The queen sighed and permitted her minister to enter. Behind her, one of her dressers climbed onto a small stool to place the gold-and-ruby necklace she had chosen about her neck.


			A man in his fifties appeared, plump and bald, luxuriously dressed, his fingers adorned with several rings. A former prelate, Esteveris was a cautious man and an able politician who always maintained a calm, unctuous manner. He was reputed to be aware of all the intrigues and plots brewing in the High Kingdom. Despite the countless spies in his employ and the accommodating souls who spontaneously came to him with information in the hope of winning favour, this was no doubt not the case. But Esteveris did nothing to contradict the rumour and even endeavoured to lend it credence.


			He bowed.


			‘Your Majesty.’


			‘To what do I owe this visit, my lord minister?’


			‘News has just arrived, ma’am. News from the Citadel.’


			‘I’m listening.’


			Esteveris said nothing.


			When he persisted in remaining silent, Queen Celyane understood and dismissed her entourage. The room emptied in a few seconds and as soon as the door to her antechamber was closed, the queen demanded:


			‘Well?’


			Looking concerned, the minister announced:


			‘The High King has received another emissary from the Assembly of Ir’kans.’


			As the queen did not react, he added:


			‘It’s the second time in only a few months, ma’am.’


			But the queen remained expressionless. So he continued:


			‘After the first interview, the High King ordered the trial that absolved Lorn Askarian. And now I’ve learned that a troop has left the Citadel bound for Samarande. To Samarande, where Prince Alderan will soon be landing, ma’am. That cannot be a coincidence …’


			Esteveris fell silent, convinced that the queen would finally react.


			He was not mistaken.


			With an impatient snap of her fingers, she pointed to a gold-and-vermilion service on a table. Bowing, the minister went to pour a cup of wine while the queen sat in a low-backed armchair. She took the cup that Esteveris brought her, but barely wet her lips.


			‘I suppose that you have no better idea of what was said during this second audience than at the first …?’


			‘No, ma’am,’ admitted the minister in a prim tone.


			‘Don’t you have spies within the Citadel?’


			‘Only a few, ma’am.’


			‘But very able ones, fortunately …’


			Esteveris was sufficiently acquainted with Queen Celyane to know it was never a good sign when she resorted to irony.


			‘The High King receives the Assembly’s emissary alone,’ he explained. ‘Even Norfold, the captain of the guard, remains outside the door. My spies cannot risk—’


			Queen Celyane bade him to be silent with a gesture, and then, containing her frustration, tapped nervously on her armrest.


			‘What mission was this troop assigned?’ she finally asked.


			‘I do not know.’


			‘How many men?’


			‘Twenty horsemen from the Grey Guard.’


			‘But there’s no doubt that they are heading for Samarande.’


			‘None, ma’am.’


			‘At the order of my husband.’


			‘Yes, ma’am.’


			The queen of the High Kingdom pinched her lips.


			Samarande was the most influential of the seven Free Cities – their capital, in a sense. Long ago, the province of the Free Cities had belonged to the High Kingdom, before being invaded by the kingdom of Yrgaard. As soon as he was crowned, the current High King had reconquered it at the end of a military campaign that had driven the armies of the Black Dragon back across the Sea of Mists. Erklant had since granted a degree of independence to each of the Free Cities in order to win their gratitude and loyalty. They governed themselves as they saw fit, as long as they paid their taxes and never acted against the interests of the High Kingdom. After suffering under the Yrgaardian yoke, this newfound liberty allowed the Free Cities to prosper. Yet one of them was about to throw off the tutelage of the High Kingdom and return to the bosom of Yrgaard …


			‘Do you think the High King may try to oppose Angborn’s cession?’ asked Esteveris.


			Rather than a question it was a warning, all the more prudent on the part of the minister as he had already posed it several times before. He was the principal architect of this political and diplomatic masterstroke that would make Angborn a full-fledged Yrgaardian city. Nevertheless, he was aware what this cession represented in the eyes of the High King and his last remaining supporters.


			The queen shrugged her shoulders.


			‘That senile old man?’


			‘The province of the Free Cities was the most handsome conquest of your husband’s reign,’ Esteveris said. ‘And throwing the armies of Yrgaard back into the sea was one of his most glorious feats. It’s easy for our adversaries to claim that ceding Angborn to the Black Dragon means amputating part of our territories and bringing Yrgaard to our doorstep. No doubt the High King, however isolated, is not—’


			‘Leave my husband where he is, will you? Leave him in that fortress he has chosen to make his tomb. After all, isn’t that what he wants? To die in peace?’


			The minister bowed respectfully.


			‘As for our adversaries …’ the queen continued. ‘The cession of Angborn to Yrgaard shall take place, whether they like it or not. It will benefit the High Kingdom. It will re-establish diplomatic relations with Yrgaard and lay the foundations for an unprecedented alliance. The High Kingdom and Yrgaard! The two most powerful realms of Imelor allied at last!’


			As her words grew heated, the queen had risen and took a few steps. She calmed down and added more thoughtfully:


			‘It will be a done deed in a few weeks, Esteveris. We will be in Angborn and before delegations from the world over we will sign a treaty with Yrgaard that will force all our enemies, within and without our borders, to carefully reconsider their … positions.’


			Celyane was smiling and her gaze shone, fixed on something far away. She stood proudly, satisfied with herself, in the dress she would wear for the occasion, which, like her triumph, only required a few finishing touches.


			Seeing that she was savouring her forthcoming victory over all those who contested her authority or doubted her ability to rule on her own, the minister refrained from mentioning the tribute Yrgaard would be paying to acquire Angborn. Of course, the political and diplomatic advantages that the High Kingdom would reap from this operation were assured. But it still came down to selling Angborn – and the formidable fortress that defended it – in order to fill the royal coffers. The High Kingdom was on the verge of ruin and needed Yrgaardian gold.


			‘The fact remains that the High King has just sent twenty horsemen from his guard on a mission to Samarande,’ said Esteveris after a moment. ‘If their mission does not concern the treaty, it probably has something to do with Prince Alderan’s arrival.’


			The minister paused before getting to the crux of the matter:


			‘Or with the return of Lorn Askarian …’


			The queen gave him a steely glance.


			‘Lorn! So Dalroth did not get the better of him?’


			‘It’s possible he’s no longer alive, ma’am.’


			‘How long was he at Dalroth, exactly?’


			‘Almost three years.’


			‘And can anyone survive that?’


			‘Not with one’s reason intact, so it’s said.’


			‘In that case, what could the High King want with this man?’


			‘I don’t know ma’am.’


			Celyane of the High Kingdom pondered for a moment, then gave a haughty smile and clapped her hands loudly, which prompted the return of her ladies-in-waiting.


			‘It’s another of that old fool’s whims,’ she said dismissively. Once again she became the centre of feverish activity and, standing straight, she stretched out her arms horizontally. ‘Let him amuse himself as he pleases,’ she added. ‘We have other fish to fry.’


			


			Esteveris returned to the luxurious apartment he occupied in the palace. He ordered a scented bath to be prepared and, dressed solely in a long ample shirt, he sank into the steaming water. The thin cloth clung, diaphanous, to the folds of his obese and completely hairless body. Fat beads of sweat ran down his ruddy face, wiped away at regular intervals by a servant.


			The minister was worried.


			Of course, the kingdom’s situation was cause for concern. The empty treasury. The legitimacy of the queen’s rule increasingly questioned. The peasantry threatening to revolt and the nobles plotting with the Duke of Feln. And the other Imelorian kingdoms massing their forces at the borders because they were hostile towards the rapprochement between Yrgaard and the High Kingdom.


			But Esteveris was almost as tormented by the return of Lorn Askarian and the audience to which – he was convinced – the High King would summon him. Before ordering Lorn’s second trial the old king had received an envoy from the Assembly of Ir’kans. That couldn’t be a coincidence. The Assembly must have had a reason for wanting the man’s liberation despite everything he had endured at Dalroth. What message had it sent to the High King? What had it revealed to persuade him to take this step?


			Esteveris had to assume that the High King, at present, knew. A perspective that was more than worrying, especially when one thought of what Lorn risked learning if he harboured even the slightest desire for revenge. And how could he not, after what he had endured? Anyone in his shoes would want to discover who had plotted his downfall, and why.


			Curiously, it did not seem to trouble the queen.


			Why not?


			How could she not see the threat that Lorn’s return represented? How could she not be interested in whatever Erklant was up to in the Citadel? When the High King had shut himself away there, everyone had believed he was planning to end his days in peace, far from the scrutiny of others. But it had occurred to Esteveris that the king was actually seeking a refuge where he could act in secret. In hindsight, this hunch seemed to be correct …


			You old fox, the minister thought to himself, smiling faintly as he reclined in the perfumed vapours of his bath.


			The fact remained that the queen’s lack of concern could be dangerous and, if she persisted in doing nothing about Lorn, Esteveris would have to take care of the matter.


			For the good of the High Kingdom, for the good of his queen.


			And also, perhaps, for his own good.


			Closing his eyelids, he called for more hot water.
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			‘The Navigators’ gate having transported them to the waters of the Sea of Mists, they arrived three days later within sight of the Free Cities. The voyage had proceeded without incident since the royal galleon left the terrors and storms of the Sea of Shadows. It was, at last, the end of the crossing.’


			Chronicles (The Book of the Knight with the Sword)


			‘It’s me,’ announced Alan, as he knocked on the cabin door.


			‘Come in.’


			The prince found Lorn stretched out on his bunk, reading.


			‘We’re about to arrive.’


			Lorn closed his book and glanced out the window. They had passed the city of Angborn on its island and were now sailing the calm waters of the Sea of the Free Cities.


			Their heading was due south, as far as Lorn could tell.


			‘Thank you. We’ll be landing at Samarande, won’t we?’


			‘That’s right.’


			Looking preoccupied, Alan drew up a stool and sat down, leaning forward, hands joined, elbows resting on his thighs.


			‘What is it?’ asked Lorn.


			‘You’ve hardly left your cabin these past few days.’


			‘I found some books in an old chest. And since I needed to catch up on my reading …’


			The jest did not make Alan smile.


			Lorn gave a sigh, sat up on the edge of his bunk and looked his friend straight in the eye.


			‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Give me time. This will pass.’


			His gaze, however, said something quite different.


			But if Lorn had lied, it was not so much to reassure his friend as to be left in peace. As sincere and well meaning as it might be, Alan’s often clumsy solicitude weighed on him.


			‘Really?’ asked the prince.


			‘Really.’


			The truth was that Lorn preferred to avoid the ship’s crew.


			Out of superstition, the sailors were wary of him. He was marked by the Dark and therefore cursed; he could only attract bad luck. Reason enough for him to be feared and despised on board. It had not taken long for Lorn to notice the hostile, worried glances directed his way whenever he left his cabin. And to make matters worse, the sunlight still dazzled him painfully; his eyes seemingly unable to readapt to the light of day. So he had fallen into the habit of going out on the deck only after nightfall, beneath the glow of the Nebula. He devoted the daytime to reflection, reading and resting.


			‘You seem to be doing better,’ said Alan, rising to his feet.


			In fact, Lorn did look better. To be sure, his face remained pale and drawn. But he had regained some strength. His mismatched eyes shone with a new gleam. He had trimmed his beard short and his black hair, neatly cut, now fell to his shoulders.


			Alan went to serve himself a glass of wine from the jug placed on the table.


			‘Do you want some?’


			‘No, thank you.’


			The prince drained his glass in a single gulp, and asked:


			‘Have you thought about what you’ll do?’


			‘What do you mean?’


			‘Now that you’re free. What are you going to do?’


			Lorn looked down bleakly at his left hand and the leather band concealing the seal of red stone embedded in his flesh.


			Free, he thought.


			Was he really? Would he ever be, with this infamous mark? For it to appear, one had to have come under the influence of the Dark. But on its own, that was not enough: not all those who came into contact with the Dark were marked in this manner. Without anyone knowing why, it did not place its rune on just anyone. Did it prefer the strongest, or the cruellest, or those most inclined to serve it? It was in any case a terrifying privilege. To be sure, those whom it adopted survived. The mark spared them the worst of its corrupting effects and they seemed to escape the physical and mental degeneration that struck others. They always ended up paying the price, however. For although the Dark did not kill those it marked, it did bring them misfortune. And Destiny, sooner or later, came to settle accounts with them.


			So, in a way, Lorn owed the fact that he was still alive to his mark. It represented the Dark’s choice. Without it, he would be dead. Or mad, with his body eaten away and deformed. But should he rejoice in that fact? One did not escape the Dark. One did not ever become free of it.


			‘I would understand if you wanted nothing further to do with the High Kingdom,’ the prince continued. ‘But you should know that when you’re ready, I will be glad to have you at my side.’


			Whether he accepted it or not, Lorn knew what this offer represented: an extraordinary rehabilitation.


			‘Thank you,’ he said.


			‘Don’t thank me. I’m not doing you a favour. I really do need you.’


			Lorn frowned and stood.


			‘What’s going on?’


			The prince hesitated, and then revealed:


			‘The affairs of the High Kingdom are going badly, Lorn. My mother’s authority is increasingly called into question, and my father—’


			His voice choked off.


			Lorn waited.


			In the past, he would no doubt have offered the prince the comfort of a friendly word, a considerate hand placed upon his shoulder. But he now felt incapable of that. Perhaps it would come back to him.


			Alan served himself another glass of wine, promptly drinking half.


			‘My father no longer rules, Lorn. And he’s doing very poorly indeed.’


			‘Is it that serious?’


			‘Yes. You … you would not recognise him if you saw him. He’s more dead than alive. Gaunt and pale. He looks like a withered corpse. Dry. Wrinkled. It’s frightening to see. And his voice … his eyes. They’re—’


			Alan was unable to continue. He finished his glass and stood gazing into the distance.


			‘I … I know that you have every reason to hate him, Lorn. But if you saw what he has become, you would pity him.’


			Lorn doubted that but preferred to say nothing. Instead, he asked:


			‘What’s wrong? What ails him?’


			‘No one knows. The doctors, the mages, the priests, all are powerless. People are starting to say it’s the Great Affliction.’ The prince grew animated. ‘The Great Affliction! But why? For what crime would my father suffer the Great Affliction?’


			Lorn did not answer.


			According to legend, the Great Affliction struck culpable kings. It persisted for as long as the fault was neither redressed nor pardoned, and it could harm an entire kingdom. It brought famines, wars and epidemics. In the end, no one was spared.


			Alan regained control of himself.
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