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Prologue



“The deed is done, master.” Lusk barely had a second to notice the glint of the long-knife, and only a fraction of that second to realize what it meant.


Baralis sliced Lusk’s body open with one forceful but elegant stroke, cleaving from the throat to the groin. Baralis shuddered as the body fell to the floor with a dull thud. He held his hand up to his face where he detected a sticky wetness: Lusk’s blood. On impulse he drew his finger to his lips and tasted. It was like an old friend, coppery, salty and still warm.

He turned away from the now lifeless body and noticed his robes were covered in Lusk’s blood; it was not a random spraying, the blood formed a scarlet arc against the gray. A crescent moon. Baralis smiled, it was a good omen—a crescent moon marked new beginnings, new births, new opportunities—the very currency he would deal in this night.

For now, though, he had some minor details to take care of. He must get changed for one thing; it would not be fitting to meet his beloved in bloodstained clothes, and there was the body to deal with. Lusk had been a faithful servant, unfortunately he had one tiny flaw—a tongue too prone to flap with indiscretion. No man with a fondness for ale and a tendency for drunken disclosure would jeopardize his carefully laid plans.


As he dragged the body onto a threadbare rug, his hands began to ache with the familiar, stabbing pain. He had taken a small amount of pain-relieving drug earlier to facilitate his use of the long-knife, but it had quickly worn off, as it did all too often these days, and he was reluctant to take more in case it interfered with his performance.

Baralis wielded the long-knife once more, marveling at the sharpness of blade and the way he, who had never been an expert in such matters, seemed to be endowed with a certain finesse when haft was in hand. He made the appropriate cuts and placed what were the better part of Lusk’s features in a linen swath, which quickly soaked with blood. This really was most unpleasant. He had no liking for bloodshed, but would do what was expedient. He moved across the room and threw the swath onto the fire.

In the distance, a clock began to chime. Baralis counted eight tolls of the bell. It was time to get cleaned and changed. He would arrange to have the rest of Lusk’s body taken away in the morning by the hulking dimwit Crope. Now there was a man who would tell no tales.

Less than an hour later, Baralis quietly left his apartments. His destination lay above him, but his route took him downward. Stealth was the greatest consideration; he could not risk being challenged by an over-zealous guard or engaged by a damn fool nobleman.

He made his way to the second cellar level. The candle he held was not usually necessary to him, but tonight was special; he would take no chances, tempt no fates.

Baralis crept to the innermost section of the second cellar. The dampness was already affecting the joints in his fingers and his hand trembled, but only partly from pain. The candle wavered and hot, liquid wax fell onto his hands. A sharp spasm coursed through his fingers. He dropped the candle and it went out, plunging Baralis into darkness. He hissed a curse; he had no flint to relight the flame and his hand was throbbing violently. He could not risk drawing light on this night. He would have to proceed in darkness.

He felt his way to the far wall and, using his hands like an insect’s antennae, carefully felt for inconsistencies in the stone. He found them, manipulated them delicately with his fingertips, and stood aside while the wall moved backward. He stepped into the breach. Once inside, he repeated the same procedure on the wall of the passageway and the section fell back into place. Now he could begin to move upward.

Baralis smiled. Everything was going to plan: the lack of light was only a minor problem and, after all, what was a little darkness now compared with what was to come?

He felt his way through the passages with remarkable ease. He could not see openings and stairways, but he felt their approach and knew which ones were for him. He loved the dank underbelly of the castle; some knew it existed, but few knew how to enter it. Fewer still knew how to use it other than as a way to surprise a buxom lady’s maid on her chamberpot. With the use of this network of passages, he could move around the castle undetected and find his way into many rooms. Rooms of both the lowly and the exalted. One should never underestimate the lowly, he mused. Some of his best information came from overhearing the casual gossip of a milkmaid or a cellar boy; who was plotting against whom, who was sleeping where they should not, and who had more gold than was good for them.

Tonight, however, he was not concerned with the lowly, tonight he would gain access to the most exalted room of all—the queen’s bedroom.

He made his way upward, massaging his hand to ward off the cold. He was nervous, but then only a fool would be otherwise. Tonight he would enter the queen’s chamber for the first time. He had spent many hours watching her, marking her routines, her womanly rhythms, recording every detail, every nuance. Recently, though, his cool observations had been enriched by the delight of expectation.

He approached her room and peered inside to check that she was asleep. The queen was lying fully clothed on the bed, her eyes closed. Baralis felt a tremor of anticipation run through his body. The queen had drunk the drugged wine: Lusk had done his job. With the utmost caution he entered the room. He decided to leave the gap in the wall open, in case of the need for quick escape. He immediately crossed over to the door of the chamber and drew the bolt. Nobody beside himself would enter this room tonight.

He approached the bed. The queen, normally so haughty and proud, looked impossibly vulnerable, and of course she was. Baralis shook her arm lightly, and then harder; she was out cold. He glanced over to the flagon of wine—it was empty, and so was the queen’s golden cup. A ripple of anxiety showed on his brow. Surely the queen would never drink a whole flagon of wine? One of her ladies-in-waiting must have shared it. He was not unduly worried; the unfortunate girl would spend the night in an unusually deep sleep and wake slightly groggy in the morning. Still, it was a slipup, and he didn’t like those. He made a mental note to check into it on the morrow.

Baralis regarded the queen with detachment for several minutes. Sleep suited her. It smoothed her brow and softened the set of her arrogant mouth. He put his hands beneath her, rolling her onto her stomach and then proceedeed to unlace her gown. This took some time, as his hands were stiff and the lacing intricate, but he endeavored, for he could not risk cutting the laces—that would arouse too much suspicion.

Eventually the ties were loosened and he rolled her onto her back. He pulled the front of her bodice down, revealing the pale curves of her breast. Although he had all but given up the pleasures of the flesh these past years, he could not help but respond to the sight. Poets and minstrels were forever harping on about the queen’s beauty, but he had always remained unaffected by it—until now. Ironic, he thought, that she had to be out cold before he could find her desirable. He chuckled mirthlessly and lifted her skirts around her waist.

He loosened her undergarments and pulled them off, spreading her legs. Her thighs were soft and smooth, a little cool perhaps, but that was only to be expected, a side effect of the drug. Baralis found the coolness not unpleasant. He was, he realized with relief, sufficiently aroused. He had feared lack of performance; after all, the queen’s fare was not to his normal taste. If he had any preference at all it was usually for the young, the very young. Her thighs might be soft, but she was no newly broken maiden and the mark of years could clearly be seen in the delicate blueness of her veins. She was beautiful, though, her legs long and slender, her rounded hips an enticement to any man. Unlike most women her age, her body had been spared the ravages of childbirth. Her breasts were still high and her belly flat as an altar-stone. He slipped down his leggings and entered the queen.

He was sure she was in her fertile span; he had spied on her often enough to know what time of the month she bled. He had heard of men in the past having the ability to sense which stage of her cycle a woman was in by just being in the room with her, feeling the ebb and flow of her menses as palpable force. Such illustrious accomplishments had eluded him, however, and he was forced to rely on more prosaic methods.

He had gleaned the knowledge he used this night from the wisewoman of the village he grew up in. Many young boys besides himself had been keen to know the best time to take a maiden without risk of begetting. He had been the only one to ask what time was best for begetting. The wisewoman had looked at Baralis with foreboding on her old, careworn face, but she had answered him anyway; it was not her habit to question motives.

Baralis had waited fourteen days from the onset of the queen’s bleeding before making his move. But that was nothing—he had planned and waited years for this. Everything he had done in the past and would do in the future depended on this night. For years he had studied the portents, the signs, the stars, the philosophies: tonight was the time. He would be altering the course of the known world and securing his own destiny. The stars glittered brightly for him this night.

His attention returned to his task. He was nervous at first, but there was not a flicker from the queen, so he continued on more forcefully. He knew the quickening of desire and was surprised by its familiarity. As his excitement grew so did his abandon, and he pushed into her with all his strength. He had not expected to enjoy it and was surprised when he did. Eventually he reached his climax and his seed flowed deep within the queen.


As he withdrew from her, a trickle of blood escaped from the queen and ran lazily down her inner thigh; maybe he had been a little rough, but no matter. For the second time that evening he drew bloodied fingers up to his lips. He was not surprised to find the queen’s blood tasted different: sweeter, richer. Quickly, he wiped the remains of the blood from her thigh. He pushed her legs together and pulled her skirts down.

Before he pulled up her bodice, Baralis traced his hand over the arc of her left breast, such pale perfection. On impulse he pinched it viciously, squeezing the delicate flesh cruelly between his fingers. He then arranged her body carefully and even placed a soft pillow beneath her head.

Now it was time for him to go away and wait. He would be back later to finish the job. He did not remove the lock on the door; he wanted no one disturbing the queen’s peace while he was gone.

Bevlin looked into the deep, clear sky, searching. His eyes scanned the myriad of stars; he knew something was not right in the world this night. He felt the weight of it pressing his old bones and weakening his old bowels. When it came to sensing unease in the world his bowels were as sure as blossoms in springtime, if not as sweet smelling.

He sat, looking upward for almost an hour, and was beginning to blame the queasiness in his bowels on the greased duck he’d eaten earlier when it happened. A star in the far north grew suddenly brighter. Bevlin’s bowels churned unpleasantly as the brightness lit up the northern sky. Only when it started to fall toward the horizon did he realize that it was not a complete star at all, but a portion of one: a meteor, racing toward the earth with a speed born of light. As he watched, it hit the atmosphere—but instead of burning up, the meteor split into two. The cleaving sent sparks and flames streaming into the air. When the light diminished, Bevlin could make out two separate pieces where one had been before. As they arced across the sky, trailing stardust in their wake, he saw that one shone with a white light and the other shone red as blood.


A single tear ran down Bevlin’s cheek: he was surely too old for what was to come.

In all his years of looking at the stars and of reading the books, he had seen no reference, no prophecy of what he had just witnessed. Even now, as the two meteors raced toward oblivion on the far side of the horizon, he could hardly believe what had happened. He went inside quite sure there would be nothing else to see.

In a way it was quite a relief to him. He had waited for so long for a message in the sky, and now that it had happened, a subtle tension uncoiled within him. He did not know what it meant or what action, if any, should be taken. He did know his bowels had been right and that meant the greased duck was fine, which was just as well, as there is nothing like a great sign in the sky to make one hungry. Bevlin laughed merrily on his way to the kitchen, but his laughter had turned slightly hysterical by the time he got there.

Bevlin’s kitchen also served as his study: the huge oak table was covered in books, scrolls and manuscripts. Having sliced himself a fair portion of duck and loaded an abundant helping of congealed fat on top, he settled amidst the cushions on his old stone bench and relieved the pressure in his bowels by farting loudly. Now it was time to get down to work.

Baralis returned to his chamber and was met by the pleasing smell of cooked meat. Puzzled but hungry, it took him a few seconds to realize where the odor came from. Resting amongst the glowing embers in the fireplace was what looked like an irregular, burnt, cut of meat. It was, Baralis recognized, what was left of Lusk’s features.

“Too well done for me,” he said, relishing the joke and the sound of his own voice. “By Borc! I’m hungry. Crope!” he shouted loudly, sticking his head out of the door. “Crope! You idle dimwit, bring me food and wine.”

A few seconds later Crope appeared in the passageway, huge and wide, with a disproportionately small head. Crope managed to appear both menacing and stupid at the same time. “You called, my lord?” He spoke in a surprisingly gentle voice.

“Yes, I called, you fool. Who do you think called, Borc himself?” Crope looked suitably sheepish but not too worried, he could tell when his master was in a good mood.

“I know it’s late, Crope, but I’m hungry. Bring me food!” Baralis considered for a moment. “Bring me red meat, rare, and some good red wine, not the rubbish you brought me yesterday. If those stinking louts in the kitchen try to palm you off with anything less than a fine vintage, tell them they will have to answer to me.” Crope balefully nodded his consent and left.

Baralis knew Crope didn’t like to perform any task that involved talking to people. He was shy and awkward around them, which was, as Baralis saw it, a definite advantage in a servant. Lusk had been too talkative for his own good. He glanced to the left of the door, where what remained of Lusk lay wrapped in a faded rug. Crope had not even noticed the unseemly bundle or, if he had, it would never occur to him to mention it: he was like an obedient dog—loyal and unquestioning. Baralis smiled at the vision of Crope appearing in the kitchen this late at night; he was sure to give the light-fingered kitchen staff quite a shock.

Before long, Crope returned with a jug of wine and a portion of meat so rare, pink juices oozed from the flesh and onto the platter. Baralis dismissed Crope and poured himself a cup of the rich and heady liquid. He held it up to the light and reveled in its dark, crimson color, then brought the goblet to his lips. The wine was warm and sweet, redolent of blood.

The events of tonight had given him a voracious hunger. He cut himself a thick slice of the fleshy meat. As he did so, the knife slipped in his hand and cut neatly into his thumb. Automatically, he raised his finger to his face and suckled the small wound closed. He shuddered suddenly, half remembering a fragment of an old rhyme, something about the taste of blood. He struggled for the memory and lost. Baralis shrugged. He would eat, then take a brief nap, until the better part of the night was over with.


* * *

Many hours later, just before the break of dawn, Baralis once more slipped into the queen’s chamber. He had to be especially careful—many castle attendants were up and about, baking bread in the kitchens, milking cows in the dairy, starting fires. He was not too concerned, though, as this last task would not take too long.

He was a little worried when he saw the queen was in exactly the same position as when he had left her, but closer inspection revealed that she was breathing strongly. The memory of the previous evening was playing in his loins, and he had an urge to mount her again, but calculation mastered desire and he willed himself to do what must be done.

He dreaded performing a Searching. He had only done one once before, and the memory still haunted him to this day. He had been a young buck, arrogant in his abilities, way ahead of his peers. Great things were hoped for him—and hadn’t they been proved right? He had a ravening thirst for knowledge and ability. He had been proud, yes, but then, were not all great men proud? Everything he read about he tried, desperate to accomplish and move on, move forward to greater achievements. He had the quickest mind in his class, outpacing and eventually outgrowing his teachers. He’d rushed forward with the speed of a charging boar, the pride of his masters and the envy of his friends.

One day when he was thirteen summers old, he came across a musty, old manuscript in the back of the library. Hands shaking with nervous excitement, he unraveled the fragile parchment. He was at first a little disappointed. It contained the usual instructions—drawing of light and fire, healing colds. Then at the end a ritual called a Searching was mentioned. A Searching, it explained, was a means to tell if a woman was with child.

He read it greedily. Searching had never been mentioned by his teachers; perhaps it was something they could not do, or even better, something they didn’t know of. Eager to attain a skill which he supposed his masters not to have, he slid the manuscript up his sleeve and took it home with him.

Some days later he was ready to try his new ability, but who to try it on? The women in the village would not let him lay his hands upon them. That left his mother, and it was certain she would not be with child. However, having no other choice, he resigned himself to using his mother as a guinea pig.

Early the following morning, he stole into his parents’ bedroom, careful to ensure his father had left for the fields. It was a source of shame to him that his father was a common farmer, but he took solace in the fact that his mother was of better stock: she was a salt merchant’s daughter. He loved his mother deeply and was proud of her obvious good breeding; she was respected in the village and was consulted by the elders on everything from matters of harvest to matchmaking.

Baralis’ mother had awoken when her son came into the room. He turned to leave but she beckoned him in. “Come, Barsi, what do you want?” She wiped the sleep from her eyes and smiled with tender indulgence.

“I was about to try a new skill I learnt,” he muttered guiltily.

His mother made the error of mistaking guilt for modesty. “Barsi, my sweet, this new trick, can you do it while I am awake?” Her face was a picture of love and trust. Baralis momentarily felt misgiving.

“Yes, Mother, but I think I might be better trying it on someone else.”

“Copper pots! What nonsense. Try it on me now—as long as it doesn’t turn my hair green, I don’t mind.” His mother settled herself comfortably amid the pillows and patted the bedside.

“It won’t do you any harm, Mother, it’s a Searching . . . to tell if you are well.” Baralis found the lie easy. It was not the first time he had lied to his mother.

“Well,” she laughed indulgently, “do your worst!”

Baralis laid his hands on his mother’s stomach. He could feel the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her nightgown. His fingers spread out and he concentrated on the search. The manuscript had warned that it was more a mental than physical exercise, so he focused the fullness of his thoughts on his mother’s belly.


He felt the blood rushing through her veins and the forceful rhythm of her heart. He felt the discharge of juices in her stomach and the gentle push of her intestines. He adjusted his hands lower; he met his mother’s eyes and she gave him a look of encouragement. He found the spot the manuscript spoke of: a fertile redness. Excitement building within him, he explored the muscled embrace that was his mother’s womb.

He detected something: a delicate burgeoning. He was unsure; he searched deeper. His mother’s face was beginning to look worried, but he paid her no mind. His abandon was growing; there was something there, something new and separate. It was wonderful and exhilarating. He wanted to touch the presence with his mind; he dug deeper and his mother let out a cry of pain.

“Barsi, stop!” Her beautiful face was contorted with agony.

He panicked and tried to withdraw as quickly as possible, but as he drew back, he dragged something out with him. He felt a shifting, a dislodging and then the tear of flesh. Terrified, he removed his hands. His mother was screaming hysterically and she doubled up in pain, clutching her stomach. Baralis noticed the quick flare of blood on the sheets. The screams! He could not bear her agonized screams! He didn’t know what to do. He could not leave her alone to call for help. Spasms racked his mother’s body and the blood flowed like a river, soaking the white sheets with its bright gaudiness.

“Mother, please stop, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you, please stop.” Tears of panic coursed down his cheeks. “Mother. I’m sorry.” He hugged her to him, heedless of the blood. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, his voice a frightened whisper.

He held his mother as she bled to death. It took only minutes, but to Baralis it seemed like an eternity, as he felt the strength and life wane from her beloved body.

Baralis stirred himself from his recollection. That was then, many years ago, when he had been young and green. He was a master himself now. There would be no mistakes caused by inexperience. He now understood that to have tried such a mental task when only a boy was pure stupidity. He’d barely known what “being with child” meant, and had only the whisperings of adolescence as his guide to how children were conceived.

Baralis realized he was taking a risk performing a Searching on the queen, but he had to know—conception was at the best of times a chance event. He dared not think of what he would do if his seed had not found favor. Part of him was aware it might be far too early to tell, but the other part of him suspected that he would be able to discern a tiny change, and that would be enough.

He bent over the body of the queen and placed his hands on her stomach. He knew straight away that the fabric of her elaborate court gown was too heavy. He lifted her skirts once more and was surprised to see he had forgotten to replace her undergarments. It was just as well, really, he thought, as they were uncommonly bulky, too.

More experienced he may have been than when he was thirteen, but he wished his hands were still youthful. It was a strain to spread his fingers full-out upon her belly, and he bit his lip in pain; he could not allow his own discomfort to interfere with the endeavor. He found the right place straight away; he was no novice now.

He began the Searching. It was so familiar, the cloistered warmth of the organs, the pulsing redness of the blood vessels, the heat of the liver. He proceeded with filigree fineness, deep within the queen’s body and deeper within her womb. He felt the intricate tanglings of muscle and tendon, felt the sensuous curve of the ovaries. And then he perceived something, barely discernible, hardly there, a gentle ripple on a pond, a pulsing other. A life minutely separate and distinguishable from that of the queen. Scarcely a life at all, more a glimmering suggestion . . . but it was there.

Elated, he made no quick move to withdraw—with infinite slowness and patience he removed himself. Drawing away with a surgeon’s skill. Just as he left, he felt the other presence assert itself: a dark pressure.

Baralis withdrew. There had been something in that last instant of contact which gave him cause to be wary, but his misgivings were eaten up and forgotten by the joy of his success.

He removed his hands from the queen and straightened her dress. She moaned lightly, but he was not concerned—she would not wake for several hours. Time for him to leave. With a light tread he moved toward the door and unbolted it. One last pause to admire his handiwork and then he was off, back to his chambers, barely casting a shadow in the thin light of dawn.


 

 


One



“No, you’re wrong there, Bodger. Take it from me, young women ain’t the best for tumblin’. Yes, they look good on the outside, all fair and smooth, but when it comes to a good rollickin’, you can’t beat an old nag.” Grift swigged his ale and smiled merrily at his companion.


“Well, Grift, I can’t say that you’re right. I mean, I’d rather have a tumble any day with the buxom Karri than old widow Harpit.”

“Personally, Bodger, I wouldn’t say no to either of them!” Both men laughed loudly, banging their jugs of ale on the table as was the custom of the castle guards. “Hey there, you boy, what’s your name? Come here and let me have a look at you.” Jack stepped forward, and Grift made a show of looking him up and down. “Cat got your tongue, boy?”

“No, sir. My name is Jack.”

“Now that is what I’d call an uncommon name!” Both men erupted once more into raucous laughter. “Jack boy, bring us more ale, and none of that watered-down pond filler.”

Jack left the servants’ hall and went in search of ale. It wasn’t his job to serve guards with beer, but then neither was scrubbing the huge, tiled kitchen floor, and he did that, too. He didn’t relish having to see the cellar steward, as Willock had cuffed him around the ears many a time. He hurried down the stone passageways. It was drawing late and he would be due in the kitchens soon.

Some minutes later, Jack returned with a quart of foaming ale. He had been pleasantly surprised to find that Willock was not in the beer cellar, and he had been seen to by his assistant. Pruner had informed him with a wink that Willock was off sowing his wild oats. Jack was not entirely sure what this meant, but imagined it was some part of the brewing process.

“It was definitely Lord Maybor,” Bodger was saying as Jack entered the hall. “I saw him with my own eyes. Thick as thieves they were, he and Lord Baralis, talking fast and furious. Course when they saw me, you should have seen ’em scramble. Faster than women from the middens.”

“Well, well, well,” said Grift with a telling raise of his eyebrows. “Who would have guessed that? Everyone knows that Maybor and Baralis can’t stand the sight of each other, why I never seen them exchange a civil word. Are you sure it was them?”

“I’m not blind, Grift. It was both of them, in the gardens behind the private hedges, as close as a pair of nuns on a pilgrimage.”

“Well, I’ll be a flummoxed ferret!”

“If the codpiece fits, Grift,” chirped Bodger gleefully.

Grift noticed Jack’s presence. “Talking of codpieces, here’s a boy so young, he hasn’t got anything to put in one!” This struck Bodger as so hilarious he fell off his chair with laughter.

Grift took this chance, while Bodger was recovering, to haul himself off his bench and pull Jack to one side. “What did you just hear of what me and Bodger were saying, boy?” The guard squeezed Jack’s arm and fixed him with a watery gaze.

Jack was well versed in the intrigues of the castle and knew the safest thing to say. “Sir, I heard nothing save for some remark about a codpiece.” Grift’s fingers ground painfully into his flesh, his voice was low and threatening.

“For your sake, boy, I hope you’re speaking the truth. If I was to find out you’re lying to me, boy, I’d make you very sorry.” Grift gave Jack’s arm one final squeeze and twist and let it go. “Very sorry, indeed, boy. Now get you off.”


Grift turned to his companion and carried on as if the nasty little scene had not occurred. “You see, Bodger, an older woman is like an overripe peach: bruised and wrinkled on the outside, but sweet and juicy within.” Jack hastily gathered up the empty jug of ale and ran as fast as his legs could carry him to the kitchen.

Things were not going well for him today. Master baker Frallit was in the sort of black mood that made his normal demeanor seem almost pleasant by comparison. It should have been Tilly’s job to scrub the large baking slabs clean, but Tilly had a way with Frallit, and one smile of her plump, wet lips ensured she would do no dirty work. Of all the things he had to do, Jack hated scrubbing the huge stone slabs the worst. They had to be scoured with a noxious mixture of soda and lye; the lye burnt into his hands causing blisters, and sometimes his skin peeled off. He then had to carry the unwieldy slabs, which were almost as heavy as he himself, into the kitchen yard to be washed off.

He dreaded carrying the huge stones, for they were brittle, and if dropped would shatter into a hundred pieces. The baking slabs were Frallit’s pride and joy; he swore they baked him a superior loaf, claiming the dull and weighty stone prevented the bread from baking too fast. Jack had recently found out the penalty for shattering one of the master baker’s precious cooking slabs.

Several weeks back, Frallit, who had been drinking heavily all day, had discovered one of his slabs missing. He’d wasted no time in confronting Jack, whom he found hiding amongst the pots and pans in the cook’s side of the kitchen. “You feeble-witted moron,” Frallit had cried, dragging him from his hiding place by his hair. “Do you know what you have done, boy? Do you?” It was obvious to Jack the master baker did not expect a reply. Frallit made to cuff him round the ears, but Jack dodged skillfully and the master baker was left slapping air. Looking back on the incident now, Jack realized the dodge had been a major mistake. Frallit would have probably given him a sound thrashing and left it at that, but what the master baker hated more than anything was being made to look a fool—and in front of the sly but succulent Tilly, no less. The man’s rage was terrifying and culminated with him pulling a fistful of Jack’s hair out.

It seemed to Jack that his hair was always a target. It was as if Frallit was determined to make all his apprentices as bald as himself. Jack had once woken to find that his head had been shorn like a sheep. Tilly threw the chestnut locks onto the fire and informed him that Frallit had ordered the chop because he suspected lice. Jack’s hair got the only revenge it could: it grew back with irritating quickness.

In fact, growing in general was starting to become quite a problem. Not a week went by without some evidence of his alarming increase in height. His breeches caused him no end of embarrassment; four months ago they’d rested discreetly about his ankles, now they were threatening to expose his shins. And such horrifyingly white and skinny shins they were! He was convinced that everyone in the kitchens had noticed the pitiful expanse of flesh.

Being a practical boy, he’d decided to make himself another more flattering pair. Unfortunately needlework was a skill that required patience not desperation, and new breeches became an unattainable dream. So now he was reduced to the unauspicious step of wearing his current ones low. They hung limply around his hips, secured by a length of coarse twine. Jack had sent many a desperate prayer to Borc, begging that the twine in question didn’t give way in the presence of anyone important—especially women.

His height was becoming more and more of a problem: for one thing, his growth upward bore no relation to his growth outward, and Jack had the strong suspicion he now possessed the physique of a broom handle. Of course, the worst thing was that he had started to outgrow his superiors. He was a head above Tilly and an ear above Frallit. The master baker had started to treat Jack’s height as a personal affront, and could often be heard muttering words to the effect that a tall boy would never a decent baker make.

Jack’s main duty as baker’s boy was to ensure the fire under the huge baking oven did not go out. The oven was the size of a small room, and it was where all the bread for the hundreds of courtiers and servants who lived in the castle was baked early every morning.


Frallit prided himself on baking fresh each day, and to this end he had to wake at five each morning to supervise the baking. The massive stone oven had to be kept going through the night, every night, for if it was left to go out, the oven would take one full day to fire up to the temperature required for baking. So it was Jack’s job to watch the oven at night.

Every hour Jack would open the stone grate at the bottom of the huge structure and feed the fire within. He didn’t mind the chore at all. He became accustomed to grabbing his sleep in one-hour intervals, and during winter, when the kitchen was bitterly cold, he would fall asleep close to the oven, his thin body pressed against the warm stone.

Sometimes, in the delicious time between waking and sleeping, Jack could imagine his mother was still alive. In the last months of her illness, his mother’s body had felt as hot as the baking oven. Deep within her breast there was a source of heat that destroyed her more surely than any flame. Jack remembered the feel of her body pressed against his—her bones were as light and brittle as stale bread. Such terrible frailty, he couldn’t bear to think of it. And, for the most part, with a day full of hauling sacks of flour from the granary and buckets from the well, of scraping the oven free of cinders and keeping the yeast from turning bad, he managed to keep the ache of losing her at the back of his mind.

Jack found he had a talent for calculating the quantities of flour, yeast, and water required to make the different bread doughs required each day; he could even reckon faster than the master baker himself. He was wise enough to conceal his talents, though. Frallit was a man who guarded his expertise jealously.

Recently Frallit had allowed him the privilege of shaping the dough. “You must knead the dough like it were a virgin’s breast,” he would say. “Lightly at first, barely a caress, then firmer once it relents.” The master baker could be almost lyrical after one cup of ale; it was the second cup that turned him sour.

Shaping the dough was a step up for Jack, it signaled that he would soon be accepted as an apprentice baker. Once he was a fully fledged apprentice, his future at the castle would be secured. Until then he was at the mercy of those who were above him, and in the competitive hierarchy of castle servants that meant everyone.

Somehow, from the time he left the servants’ hall to the time upon his arrival in the kitchens, night had fallen. Time, Jack found, had a way of slipping from him, like thread from a newly made spindle. One minute he would be setting the dough to rise, the next Frallit would be cuffing him for leaving it so long that it had toughened and was attracting flies. It was just that there was so much to think about, and his imagination had a way of creeping up on him. He only had to look at a wooden table and he was off imagining that the tree it came from once gave shade to a long-dead hero.

“You’re late,” said Frallit. He was standing by the oven, arms folded, watching Jack’s approach.

“Sorry, Master Frallit.”

“Sorry,” mimicked Frallit. “Sorry. You damn well should be sorry. I’m getting tired of your lateness. The heat in the oven has dropped perilously low, boy. Perilously low.” The master baker took a step forward. “And who’ll get into trouble if the fire goes out and there’s no baking for a day? I will. That’s who.” Frallit grabbed his mixing paddle from the shelf and slammed it viciously against Jack’s arm. “I’ll teach you not to put my good reputation at risk.” Finding a place that took the paddle nicely, he continued the beating until forced to stop due to an inconvenient shortness of breath.

Quite a crowd had gathered at the sound of shouting. “Leave the boy alone, Frallit,” one wretched scullery maid risked saying. Willock, the cellar steward, silenced her with a quick slap to her face.

“Be quiet, you insolent girl. This is none of your business. The master baker has a perfect right to do whatever he pleases to any boy under him.” Willock turned to face the rest of the servants. “And let it be a lesson to you all.” The cellar steward then nodded pleasantly to Frallit before shooing the crowd away.

Jack was shaking, his arm was throbbing—the paddle had left deep imprints upon his flesh. Tears of pain and rage flared like kindling. He screwed up his eyes tightly, determined not to let them fall.

“And where were you this time?” The master baker didn’t wait for an answer. “Daydreaming, I bet. Head in the clouds, fancying you’re something better than the likes of us.” Frallit swept close, grabbing Jack’s neck—the smell of ale was heavy on his breath. “Let me tell you, boy, your mother was a whore, and you’re nothing but the son of a whore. You ask anyone in this castle, they’ll tell you what she was. And what’s more, they’ll tell you she was a foreign whore at that.”

Jack’s head felt heavy with blood, spent air burnt in his lungs. There was one thought in his mind—the pain was nothing, the risk of ridicule wasn’t important—he had to know. “Where did she come from?” he cried.

He’d spoken the one thing that mattered most in his life. It was a question about himself as much as his mother—for wherever she came from so did he. He had no father and accepted that as his fate, but his mother owed him something, something she had failed to give him—a sense of self. Everyone in the castle knew who they were and where they came from. Jack had watched them, he’d witnessed their unspoken confidence. Not for them a life of unanswered questions. No. They knew their place, their personal histories, their grandfathers and grandmothers. And armed with such knowledge, they knew themselves.

Jack was envious of such knowledge. He too wanted to join in conversations about family, to casually say, “Oh, yes, my mother’s family came from Calfern, west of the River Ley,” but he was denied the pleasure of self-assurance. He knew nothing about his mother, her birthplace, her family, or even her true name. They were all mysteries, and occasionally, when people taunted and called him a bastard, he hated her for them.

Frallit eased up on his hold. “How would I know where your mother came from?” he said. “I never had call for her services.” The master baker gave Jack’s neck one final squeeze and then let go. “Now get some wood in the oven before I change my mind and decide to throttle you all the way.” He turned and left Jack to his work.

Bevlin was expecting a visitor. He didn’t know who it would be, but he felt the approach. Time to grease up another duck, he thought absently. Then he decided against it. After all, not everybody had a taste for his particular favorite. Better be safe and roast that haunch of beef. True, it was a few weeks old, but that hardly mattered—maggot-addled beef had never killed anyone, and it was said to be more tender and juicy than its fresher counterpart.

He hauled the meat up from the cellar, sprinkled it with salt and spices, wrapped it in large dock leaves, and buried it amongst the glowing embers of the huge fireplace. Roasting beef was a lot more trouble than greased duck. He hoped his guest appreciated it.

When the visitor finally arrived, it was dark outside. Bevlin’s kitchen was warm and bright, and fragrant cooking smells filled the air. “Come in, friend,” croaked Bevlin in response to the knock on the door. “It’s open.”

The man who entered was much younger than the wiseman had expected. He was tall and handsome; gold strands in his hair caught the firelight in defiance of the dirt from the road. His clothes, however, had little fight in them. They were an unremarkable gray; even the leathers that had once been black or tan bore testament to the persistence of the dirt. The only bright spot was a handkerchief tied about his neck. Bevlin fancied there was something touching about its faded scarlet glory.

The stranger looked a little saddle weary to the wiseman, but then that was to be expected; after all, Bevlin lived in a very remote spot—two days ride from the nearest village, and even then the village was no more than three farms and a middens.

“Welcome, stranger. I wish you joy of the night; come share my food and hearth.” Bevlin smiled: the young man was surprised to find himself expected, but he covered it well.

“Thank you, sir. Is this the home of the wiseman Bevlin?” The stranger’s voice was deep and pleasant, a trace of country accent went unconcealed.

“I am Bevlin, wiseman is not for me to say.”

“I am Tawl, Knight of Valdis.” He bowed with grace. Bevlin knew all about bowing; he had stayed at the greatest courts in the Known Lands, bowed to the greatest leaders. The young man’s bow was an act of newly learned beauty.

“A knight of Valdis! I might have guessed it. But why have I been sent a mere novice? I expected someone older.” Bevlin was well aware that he had insulted the young man, but he did so without malice, to test the temper and bearing of his visitor. He was not disappointed with the young man’s reply:

“I expected someone younger, sir,” he said, smiling gently, “but I will not hold your old age against you.”

“Well spoken, young man. You must call me Bevlin—all this ‘sir’ nonsense makes me a little nervous. Come, let us feast first and talk later. Tell me, would you prefer salt-roasted beef or a nice greased duck?”

“I think I would prefer the beef, sir, er, Bevlin.”

“Excellent,” replied Bevlin, moving into the kitchen. “I think I’ll have the duck myself!”

“Here, drink some of this lacus. It will calm the rage in your belly.” The wiseman poured a silvery liquid into a cup, and offered it to his companion. They had eaten and supped in silence—the knight had resisted Bevlin’s attempts to draw him into casual conversation. Bevlin was willing to overlook the young man’s reticence, as it could conceivably be due to gut sickness. Looking decidedly pale and sickly, the knight tasted the proffered drink. He drank reluctantly at first, but as the liquid found favor on his tongue, he drained the cup empty. Like so many men, in so many ages, he held his cup out for more.

“What in creation is this stuff? It tastes like—like nothing I’ve ever had before.”

“Oh, it’s quite common in some parts of the world, I assure you. It’s made by gently squeezing the lining of a goat’s stomach.” The visitor’s face was a blank, and so Bevlin elaborated. “Surely you have heard of the nomads who roam the great plains?” Tawl nodded. “Well, the plains goats are the tribes’ livelihood; they provide the nomads with milk and coarse wool, and when they are killed, they provide meat and this rather unusual liquid. It’s a rare goat that favors the plain. A most useful creature to have around, don’t you agree?” The young man nodded reluctantly, but Bevlin could see he was already beginning to feel much better.

“The most interesting thing about the lacus is that served cold it cures ailments of the belly and—how should I put it—the, er, private parts. When the lacus is warmed, however, it changes its nature and provides relief from pain of the joints and the head. I have even heard said that when condensed and applied as a paste to wounds, it can quicken healing and stave off infection.”

Bevlin was feeling a little guilty. He realized the addled beef was responsible for his visitor’s illness, and decided that before the young man left he would make amends by giving Tawl his last remaining skin of lacus.

“Is the lacus more than the sum of its ingredients?”

The knight had keen perception. Bevlin revised his opinion of him. “One might say there is an added element that owes nothing to the goat.”

“Sorcery.”

Bevlin smiled. “You are most forthright. All too often these days people are afraid of naming the unseen. Call it what you like, it makes no difference, it won’t lessen its retreat.”

“But there are still those who . . .”

“Yes, there are those who still practice.” The wiseman stood up. “Most think it would be better if they didn’t.”

“What do you think?” asked the knight.

“I think that like many things—like the stars in the heavens, like the storms in the sky—it is misunderstood, and people usually fear what they can’t comprehend.” Bevlin felt he’d said enough. He had no desire to satisfy the youthful curiosity of the knight. If Tawl was to find anything out, let it be through experience—he was too old to play teacher. Guiding the conversation around to its former topic, the wiseman said, “I think maybe you should sleep for now. You are weak and need to rest. We will talk in the morning.”

The knight recognized the dismissal and stood up. As he did so, Bevlin caught a glimpse of a mark on his forearm. A branding—two circles, one within the other. The inner circle had been newly branded: the skin was still raised and puckered. A knife wound of some sort ran through the center of both circles. There were stitches still holding it closed. It seemed an unusual place for an enemy’s blade to fall.

Battle scars aside, the knight was young to have gained the middle circle. Bevlin had guessed him to be a novice. Perhaps he should have spoken further about that which made the lacus sing. The knight would have been keen to learn—the second circle marked scholarship, not just skill with a blade. Still, he was offering the knight a chance for glory—why should he offer him knowledge as well?

As soon as Melli entered the chambers of her father, Lord Maybor, she made a beeline for his bedroom, in which was to be found that most precious of objects: a looking glass. This was the only glass that Melli had access to, as they were considered too valuable for the use of children. Melli drew back the heavy red curtains and let the light shine into the luxuriant bedchamber.

Melli considered the chamber—all crimson and gold—to be a little gaudy for her taste, and resolved that when she had a chamber of her own one day, she would show greater discrimination in the choosing of furnishings. She knew well that the rug she walked on was priceless and that the looking glass she had come to use was supposed to be the most beautiful one in the kingdom, better even than the one possessed by the queen. Still, she was not greatly impressed by these trappings of her father’s great wealth.

Melli moved directly in front of the mirror. She was disappointed by what she saw there: her chest was still flat as a board. She breathed in deeply, pushing her meager chest out, trying to imagine what it would be like to have womanly breasts. She was sure they would arrive anyday now, but whenever she stole into her father’s rooms, her image remained unchanged.

Part of Melli longed to become a woman. Oh to be able to use her lady’s name, Melliandra, instead of the rather short and decidedly unimpressive Melli. How she hated that name! Her older brothers would tease her mercilessly: Melli, Melli, thin and smelly! She’d heard that rhyme a thousand times. If only her blood would start to flow, for then she would be allowed to use her proper name . . . and then there was the court dress.

All young ladies were given a special court dress on reaching womanhood. Wearing them, they would be presented to the queen. Here Melli knew that she, as Lord Maybor’s daughter, would have a definite advantage. He was one of the richest men in the Four Kingdoms and would certainly use the presentation of his daughter at court as an opportunity to show off his wealth.

She had already decided what her dress was to be made from: silver tissue—expensive and exquisitely beautiful, made from combining silk with threads of purest silver. The art of weaving such fabric had long been lost in the north, and it would have to be specially imported from the far south. Melli knew nothing would please her father more than spending his money on such a publicly displayable commodity.

Becoming a woman was not all good, though; at some point she would be forced to marry. Melli knew well she would have little say in the matter—as a daughter, she was considered the sole property of her father and would be used as such. When the time came, he would trade her for whatever he deemed suitable: land, prestige, titles, wealth, alliances . . . such was the worth of women in the Four Kingdoms.

She had no great liking for the pimply, simpering boys of the court. She’d even heard mention of a possible match between herself and Prince Kylock; after all, they were the same age. The very thought made her shiver; she disliked the cold and arrogant boy. He might well be rumored to be learned beyond his years and an expert in swordplay, but he rather scared her, and something in his handsome, dark face raised warnings in Melli’s heart.

She was about to leave the bedchamber when she heard the sound of footsteps and then voices in the other room. Her father! He would be most annoyed to find her here and might even punish her. So, rather than make her presence known by leaving, she decided to stay put until her father and his companion left. She heard the deep, powerful voice of her father, and then another voice: rich and beguiling. There was something familiar about the second voice. She knew she’d heard it before. . . .

Lord Baralis! That was who it belonged to. Half the women at court found him fascinating, the other half were repulsed by him.

Melli was puzzled, for although she knew little of politics, she was aware that her father and Baralis hated each other. She moved closer to the door to hear what they would say. She was not an eavesdropper, she told herself, she was just curious. Lord Baralis was speaking, his tone coolly persuasive.

“It will be a disaster for our country if King Lesketh is allowed to make peace with the Halcus. Word will soon spread that the king has no backbone, and we will be overrun with enemies knocking at our door, snatching the very land from under our feet.”

There was a pause and Melli heard the rustle of silk followed by the pouring of wine. Baralis spoke again. “We both know the Halcus won’t be content with stealing our water—they will set their greedy eyes upon our land. How long do you think Halcus will keep this proposed peace?” There was a brief hush, and then Baralis answered his own question. “They will keep the peace just long enough for them to mass and train an army, and then, before we know it, they will be marching right into the heart of the Four Kingdoms.”

“You need not tell me that peace at Horn Bridge would be a disaster, Baralis.” Her father’s voice was ripe with contempt. “For over two hundred years, well before any family of yours came to the Four Kingdoms, we had exclusive rights over the River Nestor. To give up those rights in a peace agreement is a serious miscalculation.”

“Indeed, Maybor,” Lord Baralis again, his tone calming, but not without irony, “the River Nestor is lifeblood to our farmers in the east and, if I am not mistaken, it runs through much of your eastern holdings.”

“You know well it does, Baralis!” Melli caught the familiar sound of anger in her father’s voice. “You are well aware that if this peace goes through, it will be my lands, and the lands set aside for my sons, that will be affected the most. That is the only reason why you are here today.” Maybor’s voice dropped ominously low. “Mistake me not, Baralis. I will be drawn no further into your web of intrigue than I deem fitting.”

There was silence for a moment and then Lord Baralis spoke, his manner changed from moments earlier. It was almost conciliatory: “You are not the only lord who will suffer from peace, Maybor. Many men with eastern holdings will support us.”

There was a brief pause, and when Baralis continued, his voice was almost a whisper. “The most important thing to do now is to disable the king and prevent the planned meeting with the Halcus at Horn Bridge.”

This was treason. Melli was beginning to regret listening in; her body had grown cold and she found herself trembling. She could not bring herself to move away from the door.

“It must be soon, Maybor,” murmured Baralis, his beautiful voice edged with insistency.

“I know that, but must it be tomorrow?”

“Would you risk Lesketh making peace at Horn Bridge? He is set to do so and the meeting is only one month hence.” Melli heard her father grunt in agreement. “Tomorrow is the best chance we have; the hunting party will be small, just the king and his favorites. You yourself can go along to avoid suspicion.”

“I can only go ahead with this, Baralis, if I have your assurance that the king will recover from his injuries.”

“How can you ask that, Maybor, when it will be your man who will aim and fire the arrow?”

“Don’t play games with me, Baralis.” The fury in her father’s voice was unmistakable. “Only you know what foul concoction will be on the arrowhead.”

“I assure you, Lord Maybor, that the foul concoction will do nothing more than give the king a mild fever for a few weeks and slow down the healing of the wound. In two months time, the king will appear to be back to normal.” Melli could detect a faint ambiguity to Lord Baralis’ words.

“Very well, I will send my man to you tonight,” said her father. “Be ready with the arrow.”

“One will be enough?”

“My man is a fine marksman, he will have need of no more. Now, I must be gone. Be discreet when you depart, lest you be marked by prying eyes.”

“Have no fear, Maybor, no one will see me leave. One more thing, though. I suggest that once the arrow is removed from the king’s body, it should be destroyed.”

“Very well, I will see to it.” Her father’s voice was grim. “I wish you good day, Baralis.” Melli heard the door close and then the soft tinkle of glass as Baralis poured himself another cup of wine.

“You can come out now, pretty one,” he called. She could not believe he was addressing her. She froze, not daring to take a breath. After half a minute, Baralis’ voice called again: “Come now, little one, step into the room, or I will be forced to find you.”

Melli was about to hide under the bed when Baralis entered the bedroom, casting a long shadow before him. “Oh, Melli, what big ears you have.” He shook his head in mild reproof. “What a naughty girl you are.” His voice had a hypnotic quality, and she found herself feeling sleepy.

“Now, Melli, if you are a good girl and promise not to tell what you heard, I will promise not to tell your father that you heard it.” Baralis put down his goblet on a low table and turned toward her, fixing Melli with the full impact of his dark and glittering eyes. “Do we have an agreement, my pretty one?”

Melli’s head felt so heavy she found she could barely remember what she was agreeing to. She nodded as Baralis sat on the bed. “That’s a good girl. You are a good girl, aren’t you?” Melli nodded again dreamily. “Come here and sit on my lap and show me just how good you can be.” Melli felt her body move forward of its own accord. She settled herself on Baralis’ lap and put her arms around his neck. She smelled his scent; it was as compelling as his voice: the sensuous fragrance of rare spices and sweat.

“That’s a good girl,” he said softly, his hands enclosing her waist. “Now tell me how much can you remember of what you heard.” Melli found she couldn’t speak, much less remember; her mind was a blank. Baralis seemed satisfied with her silence. “Such a very pretty girl.” She felt him caress the stiff fabric of her dress. His hand moved lower, down her leg and under her skirt; she felt his cool touch upon her calf. She was dimly frightened, but she couldn’t act, and his hand moved upward. Then, with his other hand, Baralis traced his fingers over her thin breast. She noticed for the first time how loathsome his hands were, scarred and swollen.

Repulsed by the sight of the ugly hands, something in Melli stirred, and with great effort she forced herself out of her lethargy. Her thoughts sharpened into focus and she pulled away from him. Quick as a flash she stood up and ran out of the chamber, the sound of Baralis’ laughter echoing in her ears.

That little whippet will be no problem, thought Baralis, as he watched her flee. It was a shame that she had seen fit to leave so soon. The encounter had just begun to get interesting. Still, he had more pressing matters to attend to and desire was already thinning from his blood.

He exited Maybor’s chambers by means of a hidden passage, making his way to his own suite. He must prepare the poison for the king’s arrow: a delicate and time-consuming task. Also a dangerous one—the many scars and blisterings on his hands could attest to that. The poison that he would paint on the arrowhead would be of an especially pernicious kind, and he would not be surprised if, before the day was through, he had more welts and reddenings etched upon his tender palms.

Baralis had another task he was anxious to do: he needed to recruit a blind scribe. He’d just secured the loan of the entire libraries of Tavalisk—the events that he and Maybor had been discussing were in fact part payment for the loan. He smiled knowingly. He would have arranged the king’s accident regardless of Tavalisk and his precious library, but it suited Baralis for the moment, to have Tavalisk believe that he was running the show.

Not that he’d ever make the mistake of underestimating Tavalisk. The man had a dangerous talent for trouble-making. One wave of his heavily jewelled fingers, and he could sanction the wiping out of entire villages. Whenever it suited the interests of his beloved Rorn, Tavalisk could be heard to cry loudly, “Heretics.” Baralis had to admire the particularly potent power which the man’s position afforded him.

It was, however, not too stable a position. In fact, that was part of the reason Tavalisk had agreed to loan his library. He needed Rorn to be prosperous; as long as the city was doing what it did best—making money by trade and banking—his place would be assured. Rorn, much like a surgeon in times of plague, always did best when others did badly. A spark of insurgency in the north would result in the cautious money moving south.

There was more, of course. With Tavalisk one always had to be careful—the man had knowledge of sorcery. How much was hard to judge, as rumor was never a reliable source. Baralis had met him once. It had proven difficult to take his measure—his obesity had proved an effective distraction, yet it was enough for each man to know what the other was. Yes, it was best to be wary of Tavalisk: an enemy was at his most dangerous when he had intimate knowledge of the weapons at his opponent’s command. That one day Tavalisk would become his enemy was a fact Baralis never lost sight of.

But for the time being, the alliance served both men: Tavalisk was able to promote income-generating conflict within the Four Kingdoms, and in turn Baralis was given access to some of the rarest and most secret writings in the Known Lands.

He was no fool; he knew, even before the huge chests had arrived last week, that there would be volumes missing. Tavalisk would have kept back those writings which he considered too valuable or too dangerous for him to see.

There was still, however, a wealth of knowledge in what remained: brilliant, fantastic books, the likes of which he’d never imagined, bound in leather and skin and silk. Relating histories of people he’d never heard of, showing pictures of creatures he’d never seen, giving details of poisons he’d never made. Infinitely delicate manuscripts, made brittle by the passing of time, tied with fraying thread, providing insights into ancient conflicts, showing maps of the stars in the heavens, presenting listings of treasures long lost to the world . . . and much, much more. Baralis was made lightheaded by the thought of so much knowledge.

One thing he had determined to do was have all of Tavalisk’s library copied before it was returned. To this end, Baralis needed a blind scribe: someone who could copy exactly, sign for sign, what was written on a page but not understand a word of it. Baralis had no intention of sharing the rare and wondrous knowledge which the books contained.

He needed a boy with a dexterous hand and an eye for detail, a clever boy, but a boy who had never been taught to read. Crope was out of the question; he was a blithering, big-handed fool. The sons of nobles and squires were taught to read from an early age and so were of no use. Baralis would have to look elsewhere for a blind scribe.

Jack was woken up by Tilly. The pastry maid took great delight in shaking him much harder than was necessary. “What is it?” he asked, immediately worried that he’d overslept. The light filtering through the kitchens was pale and tenuous, a product of freshly broken dawn. Pain soared up his arm as he stood, and the memory of Frallit’s words the night before raced after it.

Tilly put her finger to her lips, indicating that he should be quiet. She beckoned him to follow her, and she lead him to the storeroom where the flour for baking was kept. “Willock wants to see you.” Tilly pushed one of the sacks of flour aside to reveal a hidden store of apples. She selected one, hesitated a moment, considering whether or not to offer Jack one, decided against it, and then pulled the flour sack back into place.

“Are you sure it’s me he wants, Tilly?” Jack was genuinely surprised, as he had little dealing with the cellar steward. He cast his mind back a few weeks earlier when he’d secretly tapped a few flagons of ale on a dare from a stablehand. It suddenly seemed quite likely that Willock had discovered the missing ale; after all, the man was known for his scrutinous eye. Jack had a horrible suspicion that the famous and slightly bulging eye had turned its gaze his way.

“Of course I’m sure, pothead! You’re to go straight to the beer cellar. Now get a move on.” Tilly’s sharp teeth bit through the apple skin. She watched as Jack smoothed down his clothes and hair. “I wouldn’t bother if I were you. No amount of grooming can make a stallion out of a packhorse.” Tilly gave Jack a superior look and wiped the apple juice from her chin.

He hurried down to the beer cellar, wondering what form his punishment might take. Last year, when he’d been caught raiding the apple barrels in an attempt to brew his own cider, Willock had given him a sound thrashing. Jack sincerely hoped another sound thrashing would be called for. The alternative was much worse: being forced to leave the castle.

The kitchens of Castle Harvell had been his home for life; he had been born in the servants’ hall. When his mother grew too sick to tend him, the scullery maids had fostered him; when he needed food to eat, the cooks had fed him; when he did something wrong, the master baker had scolded him. The kitchens were his haven and the great oven was his hearth. Life in the castle wasn’t easy, but it was familiar, and to a boy without father and mother or anyone to call his own, familiarity was as close as he could get to belonging.

The beer cellar was a huge chamber filled with rows of copper vats in which various grades of ale were produced. When Jack’s eyes became accustomed to the dim light, he was surprised to find Frallit was there, standing beside Willock, sipping on a cup of ale. Both men looked decidedly nervous to Jack. Willock spoke first. “Did anyone follow you down here?” His small eyes flicked to the door, checking if anyone was behind him.

“No, sir.”

Willock hesitated for a moment, rubbing his clean-shaven chin. “My good friend the master baker has informed me that you are nimble with your hands. Is this true, boy?” The cellar steward’s voice seemed strained, and Jack was beginning to feel more than a little worried. He brushed his hair back from his face in an attempt to appear nonchalant.

“Speak up, boy, now is not the time for false modesty. The master baker says you have a real feel for kneading the dough. He also tells me you like to carve and whittle wood. Is this true?”

“Yes, sir.” Jack was confused. After last night’s encounter with Frallit, he hardly expected praise.

“I can see you are a polite boy and that’s good, but the master baker also tells me you can be quite a handful and need a good whippin’ from time to time. Is this true?” Jack didn’t know how to respond, and Willock continued. “A rare opportunity may be coming your way. You wouldn’t want to miss a rare opportunity, would you, boy?”

The hair which Jack had pushed from his eyes was threatening to fall forward again. He was forced to hold his head at a slight angle to prevent its imminent downfall. “No, sir.”

“Good.” Willock glanced nervously in the direction of several huge brewing vats. A man stepped out from behind them. Jack could not see him clearly, as he was beyond the light, but he could tell the stranger was a nobleman from the soft rustle of his clothes.

The stranger spoke, his mellifluous tones oddly out of place in the beer cellar. “Jack, I want you to answer one question. You must give me a truthful reply and do not be mistaken, I will know if you lie.” Jack had never heard a voice like the stranger’s before, low and smooth but charged with power. He didn’t question the man’s ability to tell truth from lie and nodded obediently. At this sudden move of his head, Jack’s hair fell over his eyes.

“I will answer you truthfully, sir.”

“Good.” Jack could make out the curve of thin lips. “Come forward a little so I may better see you.” Jack moved a few steps nearer the stranger. The man stretched out a misshapen hand and brushed Jack’s hair from his face. For the briefest of instances, the stranger’s flesh touched his, and it took all of Jack’s willpower not to recoil from the touch. “There is something about you, boy, that is familiar to me.” The stranger’s gaze lingered over him. Jack began to sweat despite the chillness of the cellar. The pain in his arm sharpened to a needlepoint. “No matter,” continued the stranger, “on to the question.” He shifted slightly and the candlelight fell directly onto his face. His eyes shone darkly. “Jack, have you ever been taught how to read?”


“No, sir.” Jack was almost relieved by the question; the threat of being banished from the castle receded upon its asking.

The stranger held Jack enthralled with the force of his stare. “You speak the truth, boy. I am pleased with you.” The man turned to where Willock and Frallit were standing. “Leave me and the boy alone.” Jack had never seen either man move so fast, and he might have actually laughed if it hadn’t been for the stranger’s presence.

The man watched with cold eyes as the two scuttled away. He moved full into the light, his silken robes softly gleaming. “Do you know who I am, boy?” Jack shook his head. “I am Baralis, King’s Chancellor.” The man paused theatrically, giving Jack sufficient time to fully understand the importance of the person who was facing him. “I see by the look on your face that you have at least heard of me.” He smiled. “You are probably a little curious as to what I want of you. Well, I will prolong your wait no longer. Have you heard of a blind scribe?”

“No, sir.”

“A blind scribe is a contradiction in terms, for he is not blind, nor does he understand what he sees. I can tell I am confusing you. Let me put it simply. I require someone to spend several hours each day copying manuscripts word for word, sign for sign. Could you do this?”

“Sir, I have no skill with pen. I have never even held one.”

“I would have it no other way.” The man who now had a name drew back into the shadows. “Your job is merely to copy. The skill with pen is nothing. Frallit tells me you are a clever boy—you will pick that up in a matter of days.” Jack did not know if he was more amazed at Baralis’ offer or that Frallit had actually spoken well of him.

“So, Jack, are you willing to do this?” Baralis’ voice was a honeyed spoon.

“Yes, sir.”

“Excellent. You will start today. Be at my chambers at two hours past noon. I will require your presence for several hours every day. You will not give up your kitchen duties.” Jack could no longer see Baralis; the shadows hooded the man’s face. “One more thing, Jack, and then you may go. I require your complete discretion. I trust you will tell no one of what you do. The master baker will provide you with an alibi if you need one.” Baralis slipped away into the darkness between the brewing vats. There was not a sound to be heard upon his departure.

Jack was shaking from head to foot. His knees were threatening a mutiny and his arm felt as if it had been keelhauled. He sat down on the cellar floor, suddenly tired and weak. The stone was damp, but the unpleasantness went unnoticed as he wondered about what had happened. Why would the king’s chancellor choose him?

Coming to the lofty conclusion that the world of grown men made little sense, Jack curled up into a ball and drifted off to sleep.

It was a perfect morning for a hunt. The first frost of winter hardened the ground underfoot and crisped the undergrowth. The sun provided light but not warmth, and the air was still and clear.

King Lesketh felt the familiar knot of tension in his stomach that always accompanied the hunt. He welcomed the feeling; it would keep an edge to his judgment and a keenness to his eye. The small party had set off for the forest before dawn and now, as they approached their destination, the horses grew skittish and the hounds barked noisily, eager to begin. The king briefly looked over his companions. They were good men, and the fear of the hunt was a bond between them on this fine day: Lords Carvell, Travin, Rolack and Maybor, the houndsmen, and a handful of archers.

He did not miss the presence of his son. The king had felt relief when Kylock had failed to show at the predawn meet. The boy was turning out to be a brilliant sportsman, but his cruelty toward his prey troubled the king. Kylock would toy with his game, needlessly wounding and dismembering—trying to inflict as much pain as possible before death. More disturbing than that was the effect his son had on those around him. People were guarded and uneasy in the boy’s presence. The hunt would be more joyous in his absence.

The party waited as the hounds were loosed. Minutes passed as the dogs searched for quarry. The king’s hounds had been specially trained to ignore smaller game such as rabbit and fox. They would only follow the bigger prize: the wild boar, the stag, and the bristled bear. The hunting party waited, tension written on every man’s face, breath whitening in the cold air. Before too long, the baying of the hounds changed and became a savage beckoning. All eyes were on the king. He let out a fierce cry, “To the hunt!” and galloped deep into the forest, his men following him. Sound blasted the air: the thunder of hooves, the blare of horn, and the yelping of hounds.

The hunt was long and dangerous. It was difficult to maneuver horse around tree and over ditch. The hounds led the party on a twisting path into the heart of the wood. The trees became so dense that the party was often forced to slow down. The king hated to be slowed. The cry of the hounds urged him to go faster, to take risks, to pursue his game at any cost. Lord Rolack was at his flank and threatened to take the lead. Lesketh dug spur into horseflesh and pushed ahead. The men were gaining on the hounds. Over stream and fallen log they leapt, through glade and brush they charged. Then suddenly, unexpectedly, they caught a glimpse of a huge and fast-moving form.

“A boar!” cried the king exultantly. That single vision had sent a shiver of fear through him: the beast was massive, much larger than was usually found in these parts.

The horsemen closed in on hound and boar, and the archers loosed their first arrows. Most went wide as the boar dived once more into the bush. However, when the boar was spotted again, it was sporting two arrows: one on its neck, the other in its haunch. The king knew that the first hits would actually quicken the boar, filling it with a dangerous blind rage. He turned his horse quickly and pursued the game deeper into the bush.

The hounds smelled blood and were wild with excitement, their cries reaching a fever pitch. The men responded to the sound; blood had been drawn, the hunt had now truly begun.

The king had no time for thought. He survived on his reflexes and those of his horse, which seemed to know when to jump and turn without any prompting from its master. The boar was sighted again. This time its escape route was cut off by a deep gully. The archers fired once more and the boar was hit a further three times. The beast let out a piercing squeal. One of the arrows went astray, striking a hound and puncturing its eye. In the confusion, the boar turned on the party and blazed a path through them. The king was furious. “Put that hound out of its misery!” he said through clenched teeth. He spun his horse round, drawing blood with his spurs, and charged after the game.

The boar did not slow down. Pursued by the hounds, it fled into the depths of the forest, leaving a trail of blood in its path.

Finally the boar was cornered by the hounds; it had run toward a still pond and could go no further. The dogs kept it from moving by forming a half-circle around it. The mighty beast kicked at the earth, preparing to charge. The men readied their weapons. The king moved closer, his eyes never leaving the beast. One wrong move, one hesitation could lead to death. Lesketh knew he had only an instant before the boar charged. He neared the beast, raising his spear and, with all the force in his body, thrusting the weapon deep into the boar’s flank. The beast sounded a chilling death cry and hot blood erupted from the wound.

One moment later, all the lords were upon the beast, stabbing it countless times with their long spears. The boar’s blood flowed onto the ground and down to the pond. The houndsmen called the dogs off; the party was jubilant.

“Let’s have its balls off!” cried Carvell.

“Off with its balls,” repeated Maybor. “Who will do the honors?”

“You should, Maybor. It’s rumored you’re skilled in the art of castration.” Everyone laughed, relieving the tension of the hunt.

Maybor took his dagger from its sheath and dismounted his horse. “By Borc! I don’t think I’ve ever seen such huge balls.”

“I thought you had a looking glass, Maybor!” quipped Rolack. The lords guffawed loudly. With one quick slice, Maybor relieved the dead beast of its testicles and held them up for his companions to admire.


“On second thought,” he said with mock seriousness, “I think mine are bigger!”

As the men chuckled in response, the king thought he heard a familiar whirring sound. The next instant, he was knocked off his horse by the force of something hitting his shoulder. As he fell he saw what it was . . . an arrow. The instant of recognition was followed by the forewarning of danger. It didn’t feel right. He’d been hit by arrows before and knew well the sting of impact. The sting was there, but there was more—almost as if something was burrowing into his flesh. A thin but biting pain gripped his body and he passed out.

Bevlin awoke in a bad mood: he’d had a terrible night’s rest. He’d slept in the kitchen amongst his books. He wondered where his good sense had been—here he was, as old as the hills, barely able to walk, and yet he’d offered his bed to the young and abundantly healthy knight. He himself had slept on the hard wood of the kitchen table. Of course he could have slept in the spare room, but the roof leaked above the bed, and he’d reached the age now where he’d rather be dry than comfortable.

His spirits picked up somewhat when he discovered his visitor was cooking breakfast. “How did you manage to do that without waking me?” he demanded testily.

“It was easy, Bevlin. You were fast asleep.” Bevlin did not like the idea of this handsome young man seeing him asleep in such an undignified manner. He was willing to forgive him, though, as the food he was preparing smelled delicious.

“There was no need for you to do this. I would have cooked breakfast.”

“I know,” said Tawl. “That was what I was afraid of.”

Bevlin decided to let the remark pass without comment. The young man had good cause to be wary of his cooking. “What are you making?”

“Hamhocks stuffed with mushrooms and spiced ale.”

“Sounds good, but could you grease the ham up a little? It looks a smidgen dry to me.” The wiseman had a liking for grease; it helped food slip down his rough old throat more easily. “So tell me, where does a fine man such as yourself pick up the skills of the hearth? Last time I heard they didn’t teach cooking at Valdis.”

Tawl’s smile was sad. “My mother died in birthing while I was still a boy. She left me two young sisters and a babe in arms to care for.” The knight hesitated, looking deep into the fire, his face an unreadable mask.

When he spoke again his tone had changed: it was bright with forced cheer. “So I learnt to cook.” He shrugged. “It made me popular with my fellow knights at Valdis, and I earned more than a few coppers roasting up pig’s liver in the early hours of the morning.”

Bevlin wasn’t a man who valued tact highly and curiosity always got the better of him. “So where are your family now?” he asked. “I suppose your father will be looking after your sisters.”

“Suppose nothing about my family, wiseman.”

Bevlin was shocked at the bitter fury in the knight’s voice. He lifted his arm as a beginning to an apology, but was denied first say.

“Bevlin,” said Tawl, his face turned back toward the fire, “forgive my anger. I . . .”

“Speak no more, my friend,” interrupted the wiseman. “There is much in all of us that bears no questioning.”

A candle length later, when the two men had finished eating and were sitting in the warm kitchen drinking mulled ale, Bevlin carefully opened a fat, dusty book. “This, Tawl,” he said, gesturing the yellowing pages, “is my most precious possession. It is a copy of Marod’s Book of Words. Not any old copy, mind you, but one faithfully transcribed by the great man’s devoted servant, Galder. Before his master died, Galder made four exact copies of Marod’s great lifework. This is one of those four copies.”

Bevlin’s old fingers traced the inscription on the sheep’s-hide cover. “One can tell it’s an original Galder copy if one looks very closely at the pages: Marod was so poor near the end that his servant couldn’t afford to buy new parchment and was forced to reuse existing papers. Galder would wash the ink off the paper with a solution of rainwater and cow’s urine, he would then leave the paper in the sun to dry. If you look carefully, you can still see the ghosts of some of those previous documents.”

Tawl studied the page that Bevlin opened: the old man pointed out the merest whisper of words and letters lying beneath the text. “Of course, the unfortunate fact is that the very solution used to soak the pages clean eats away at the nature of them, making them brittle and delicate. I fear it won’t be long before it is rendered unreadable and will only be good as a relic in a collection. That will be a very sad thing indeed, for Marod’s book holds much of relevance for those who live today.” The wiseman closed the book.

“But there must be thousands of copies of the Book of Words around. Every priest and scholar in the Known Lands must have one,” Tawl said.

Bevlin shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately copies are often vastly different from the original. There is not one scribe who failed to alter Marod’s words in some subtle way, changing ideas to suit their beliefs or those of their patrons, omitting sections they considered immoral or insignificant, altering verses they thought were miswritten or frivolous or just plain dull.” Bevlin sighed heavily, the weariness of age marked clearly on his pale features. “Every translator’s interpretation minutely altered the essence of Marod’s words and prophesies. In consequence, through the course of centuries, his work has been irrevocably changed. The priests and scholars of which you speak may well have books of the same name, but they are not the same work.

“For all I know, the other three Galder copies are lost or destroyed: I may be the only person in possession of the true word of Marod.” The wiseman finished the last of his ale and placed the empty goblet on the table. “It is a source of much sadness to me.”

Bevlin looked thoughtfully into the face of his companion. Tawl was young, maybe too young to undertake what would be asked of him. The wiseman sighed heavily. He knew the immensity of the task at hand. This young man before him, strong and golden and self-assured, had his whole life in front of him, a life that could be blighted by a fruitless search. Bevlin extinguished the candles with his fingers. What could he do? He had no choice; no one had asked him if he wanted the responsibility for all that was to come. All that could be done was to give the young man a choice—he could at least do that.

The wiseman held his hands closely together to stop them from shaking and looked firmly into the blue eyes of the knight. “I expect you must be wondering what all this has to do with you coming here?”

“What you doin’ here, boy? This ain’t no place for the likes of you.” The guard’s voice echoed through the stone halls of the castle.

“I need to get to the nobles quarters,” said Jack.

“The nobles quarters! The nobles quarters—what business could you have in the nobles quarters? Get going, you little snot.”

Jack was late. He couldn’t understand why he’d been so exhausted after meeting the king’s chancellor earlier. It seemed as if the man had drained all the energy from him, much to his great misfortune: the morning loaves had been late to bake, and were, by the time they were ready, more precisely called afternoon loaves. Frallit’s fury had been stoked to an inferno by that particular observation. Even more infuriating to the master baker was the realization that he couldn’t beat Jack on the spot—he could hardly send a bruised and bloodied boy to the king’s chancellor.

Jack almost felt sorry for Frallit, who was shown to be powerless in the face of genuine power. The master baker might be lord of the kitchens, but Baralis was lord of the castle. Still, Jack was sure Frallit would come up with some suitable punishment for sleeping when he should have been baking. Besides an armory of physical punishments, the master baker had a stockpile of humiliations at his flour-caked fingertips. For the second time this day, Jack found himself preferring the tried and tested sting of a sound thrashing to the blow of the unknown.

Jack contemplated the guard and realized that he wouldn’t get far with chitchat. The man wasn’t going to believe that he, a mere baker’s boy, had an appointment with the king’s chancellor. For some reason Jack felt like action—it would be good to be the one in control for once. A faded tapestry hanging against the wall caught his eye. He took a step forward and pulled hard on its corner. It fell to the floor in a cloud of dust. The guard’s face had just time enough to register amazement and Jack was off, jumping over the tapestry, dodging around the guard and running down the corridor.

Dust was in his lungs, the guard was at his heels, stone raced beneath his feet. The chase was on.

In between wheezing breaths, Jack realized it hadn’t been such a good idea—he didn’t have the slightest notion in which direction Baralis’ chambers lay. It was exhilarating to outrun the guard, though, to pit himself against another and grab the chance for success. After a short while the footsteps receded and his pursuer could be heard shouting obscenities from behind. Jack smiled triumphantly—a man reduced to shouting obscenities was a man with not enough breath to run.

Finding the chamber was not as difficult as Jack thought. Staircases and turnings presented themselves to him, and he knew instinctively which to take. It appeared that the very castle itself was beholden to the great man. Its most dark and vital passages seemed to lead to Baralis’ door.

Jack paused on the threshold, trying to decide if a humble tap or a confident knock was called for. He’d just decided that humility was probably his best course when the door swung open.

“You are late.” Lord Baralis stood there, tall and striking, dressed in black.

Jack tried to keep his voice level. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“What, no excuse?”

“None, sir. The fault was entirely my own.”

“My, my, we are an unusual boy. Most people would have a hundred excuses at their lips. I will forgive you this time, Jack, but do not be late again.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I noticed you were admiring my door.” Jack nodded enthusiastically, pleased that the great man had misinterpreted his reason for dallying on the threshold.

Baralis ran his scarred fingers over the etchings on the door. “You do well to admire it, Jack, for it has several interesting properties.” Jack expected him to expand further on the subject, but Baralis just smiled, a guarded curve of lip with no show of teeth.

Jack followed him through what seemed to be a sitting room and then into a large, well-lit chamber crammed from top to bottom with all manner of paraphernalia. “You will work here,” said Baralis indicating a wooden bench. “You will find quill, ink, and paper on the desk. I suggest you spend today learning how to use them.” Jack was about to speak but was cut short. “I have no time for mollycoddling, boy. Get to it.” With that Baralis left him at the desk and busied himself at the far side of the room, sorting through papers.

Jack didn’t have the slightest idea of what to do. He had never seen anyone use a pen before. Certainly no one in the kitchen could read or write; recipes for breads, beers and puddings were kept in the head. The cellarer was the only person who Jack knew could write. He was the one responsible for keeping account of all the kitchen supplies, but Jack had never actually seen him use a pen.

He picked up the quill and turned it in his hands, then readied a piece of paper and pressed the nib to it. Nothing. He realized he must be missing something. His eyes glanced around the desk. The ink. That was it. He poured a quantity of the liquid onto the page, where it quickly spread out. He then ran the quill through the ink, making crude marks. He felt he hadn’t got it quite right so tried again on a fresh piece of paper, once more pouring the ink onto it. This time Jack managed to trace some lines and shapes in the ink.

“You fool.” Jack looked up to see Baralis hovering over him. “You are not supposed to pour the ink on the page. The ink stays in the pot. You dip the pen into the ink. Here.” Jack watched as Baralis demonstrated what he described. “There. Now you have a go.” Baralis left him alone once more.

Several hours later, Jack was beginning to get the hang of it. He had mastered the exact dipping angle required to pick up maximum ink and could draw signs and shapes. To practice he drew what he knew of: the shapes of various loaves—the round, the platt, the long loaf. He also drew baking implements and various knives and weaponry.


After a while Jack’s attention began to wander. He’d never been in a place of such wondrous luxury. Walls lined with books and boxes tempted him, bottles filled with dark liquids wooed him. He couldn’t resist. He stole over to the wooded sill and took the stopper from a particularly seductive-looking jar. A smell sweet and earthy escaped. There was nothing to do but try it. He raised it to his lips.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Jack,” came Baralis’ mocking voice. “It’s poison. For the rats.”

Jack’s face was hot with shame. He hadn’t heard Baralis approach—did the man walk on air? Quickly replacing the stopper, he tried his best not to look like a person caught in the act. He was almost light-headed with relief when someone else entered the room. Jack recognized the huge and badly disfigured man at once.

“Yes, Crope,” said Baralis, “what is it?”

“The king.”

“What about the king?”

“The king has been hit by an arrow while out hunting.”

“Has he indeed.” For the briefest instant, malice flashed across Baralis’ face, but just as quickly, his expression changed to one of deep concern. “This is ill news.” He looked sharply at Jack. “Boy, go back to the kitchens at once.”

Jack raced out of the chambers and down to the kitchen, his mind awhirl with thoughts of the king. He would probably be the first person downstairs with the news; he would be the center of attention and Frallit might even treat him to a cup of ale. The thought of ale wasn’t as cheering as usual, and it took Jack a moment to realize why: he was afraid. The look that had so quickly flitted across Baralis’ face had formed a memory too disturbing to ignore. Jack hurried on his way. Baralis’ expression would be one detail he would leave out of his account to the kitchen staff—he was a smart boy and knew that such things were best not repeated.

“There are grave times ahead.” Bevlin exhaled deeply and continued, his voice thin with age. “Just over twelve summers back I saw a terrible thing in the sky. A fragment of a star fell from the heavens. As it sped toward the earth a great cleaving occurred. The two pieces lit up the sky with equal brilliance before disappearing beyond the horizon in the east.” The wiseman walked over to the fire and stirred the embers. He had need of more warmth.

“I need not tell you that such an event is a sign of great importance. At the time I had little idea what it meant, and I have spent the past years looking for answers. I read all the great books of prophecy, all the ancient scripts.” Bevlin managed a wiry smile. “Such works are always filled with vague predictions of doom: dark clouds looming on the horizon, fatal curses upon the land—the stuff with which parents frighten their children into obedience. I found little of value in any of them; more often than not they are written with the reasoning that if one predicts doom long enough, one is bound to be proven right. Doom, I fear, is just as inevitable as leaves falling in autumn.”

Bevlin placed a pot of ale upon the fire and spooned some honey into it. “Of course, one man’s doom is often another man’s triumph.” He grated cinnamon into the pot, stirred it once and then spat in it for luck. He let it warm a little while and then ladled the mixture into two cups, handing one of them to Tawl.

“Marod’s work is different. He is emboldened to specifics. He was not a man given to ambiguity like a cheap fortune-teller.” The wiseman’s hand settled on the thick book. “Marod was chiefly a philosopher and historian, but, thanks to the benevolence of the Gods, he had instances of foretelling. Unfortunately, although he was a specific man, he enjoyed making references to other, more obscure works known to him. Most of those works have failed to be passed down to our time. They have either been lost, or destroyed: burnt by overly fanatical clergy, eager to be rid of the works of heretics.

“I finally managed to track down one such book mentioned by Marod. I paid a heavy price for what was little more than a few pages with failed binding. However, in it I found what I was looking for—a mention of what I saw in the sky twelve years back.

“The pages tell that it was a sign of birth, dual births. Two babes were begot that night, two men whose destinies lie in shaping the world—for good, or bad, I do not know. Their lives are linked together by an invisible thread and their fates will pull against each other.

“There is a specific prophecy divined by Marod, which I believe is relevant to one of the two. You may be familiar with some of it—scholars have pondered its meaning for years—but this is the original. Possibly no one else besides you and I will ever know the true wording of the script:


“When men of honor lose sight of their cause

When three bloods are savored in one day

Two houses will meet in wedlock and wealth

And what forms at the join is decay

A man will come with neither father nor mother

But sister as lover

And stay the hand of the plague

The stones will be sundered, the temple will fall

The dark empire’s expansion will end at his call

And only the fool knows the truth.”



Bevlin warmed his hands against his cup and looked into the eyes of his companion. Tawl met his gaze and, with the fire crackling in the background, an unspoken communion passed between them.

“The world is ever changing,” said Bevlin softly, breaking the silence. “And it is always greed that compels those changes. The archbishop of Rorn cares more for money than he does his God, the duke of Bren grows restless for more land, the city of Marls in its desperation for foreign trade has brought a plague upon itself. Even now, as we speak, King Lesketh in the Four Kingdoms seeks to avert war with Halcus . . . it is not for me to say if he will succeed.”

Bevlin and Tawl remained silent for some time, both deep in thought. It was the young man who spoke first, just as the wiseman knew it would be. “Why was I sent here?” Bevlin suspected that the young man already knew the answer.

“There is one thing I believe you can do.”

“Tyren expected you would set me a task. What is it?” Tawl was so willing, so eager, the wiseman felt an unaccountable sadness.

“Your job will be to find a needle in a haystack.”

“What do you mean?” Tawl was mouthing the appropriate words, but Bevlin realized that the knight knew the future was set, and all that was now being said was already understood and decided.

“I need you to find me a boy: a boy of about twelve summers.”

“Where will I find this boy?”

“There are no easy answers to that question, I’m afraid.”

“One of the two?” asked Tawl. The wiseman nodded.

“The one named in the prophecy.” Bevlin resisted the urge to talk further about the prophecy—the knight would not be pleased with his reasons for believing it would soon come to pass. “I have little for you to go on. The only advice I can give you is use your instincts. Look for a boy who appears more than he seems, a boy set apart. You will know him when you find him.”

“And if I find him?”

“Then you will receive your final circle. That’s why they sent you here, wasn’t it?” Bevlin regretted the words as soon as they were spoken. The young man before him had done nothing to deserve offense.

“Yes, that’s why I came.” The knight’s voice was gentle. “These,” he uncovered his circles, “are all that matter now.”

Bevlin watched as he pulled down his sleeve. Tawl was somehow different than other knights he’d met. The commitment was the same, but it was tempered with something akin to vulnerability. Valdis specialized in breeding a particularly single-minded race of knights: unconditional obedience, no question of marriage, all income to be relinquished to the cause. And what was the cause? The knights had started out as a moral order, dedicated to helping the oppressed and the needy. Nowadays it was discussions on politics, not humanity, that could be heard most often filtering through the halls at Valdis.

Money was ever an interest, too. It was gold that had brought the knight here—though Bevlin was certain Tawl had no knowledge of the transaction. Tyren had probably told him there was a great deed to be done, a chance to bring honor to the knighthood. And there was, of course, but Valdis didn’t know it. All he was to Tyren was a foolish old man with a dream of stopping a war that hadn’t even started. Well, if his gold had spoken more seductively than his prophecies, so be it. The result was still the same. He got what he wanted: a strong young knight to help him search for the boy. And Tyren got what he wanted: more money to finance his political maneuverings.

It hadn’t always been that way with the knights; they had been glorious once, famous for their chivalry and learning. They were counted on to keep the peace in times of unrest, famine, and plague. No city was powerful enough to intimidate them, no village too small to ask for their help. A whole legion of them had once ridden a hundred leagues with barrels on their backs to bring water to a town that was dry. A thousand songs were sung about them, generations of women swooned at the sight of them. And now they had stooped to intrigue.

Exactly what the knights hoped to achieve by their maneuverings was difficult for Bevlin to understand. Valdis was not as great a city as it once was; Rorn had long eclipsed it as the fiscal capital of the Known Lands, and Valdis was obviously envious of its rival’s success. Tyren, perhaps in an attempt to regain a foothold in trade, was quietly buying up interests in salt pans and mines. If the knights gained control over the salt market, it would mean they could virtually hold cities for ransom, especially the ones dependent on the fishing trade in the south. But there was more than trade at stake: Tyren had only taken over the leadership a year ago, but he was already advocating a more zealous approach to their faith.

The major southern cities—Rorn, Marls, Toolay—all followed the same religion as Valdis, but they were more liberal in their interpretation of the creeds and dogmas. Hence Valdis was positioning itself as the moral leader in the south and had begun stirring up trouble in the name of religious reformation.

All in all, it added up to trouble. Bevlin foresaw conflict ahead. It was really quite ironic—the knights, who with their peculiar mix of greed and religious fervor could conceivably spark off a major war, had sent one of their number to find a boy who could conceivably end one! Indeed, by sending Tawl here, with gold not good deeds as their motive, they may well have put Marod’s prophesy into motion: When men of honor lose sight of their cause.

Bevlin sighed deeply; there would be much suffering ahead. He turned and looked at Tawl. The young knight was sitting quietly, lost in thought. There was something about the way he sat, with his whole body enthralled by the fire, that affected the wiseman deeply. The knight was trying to deal with some inner torment; every muscle in his face, each breath from his lips, attested to it. Bevlin made a silent promise that he’d never be the one to tell Tawl the truth behind Valdis’ reasons for sending him here. “Well, my friend,” he said. “Have you made your decision? Will you help me find the boy?”

“There was never any question.” Tawl looked up, his blue eyes deep with need. “I will do as you ask.”

Baralis entered King Lesketh’s chamber. All the members of the hunt were there, still wearing clothes soaked in boar’s blood. The queen was at the king’s bedside, her normally cool and haughty features stricken with worry. The surgeon was busy stripping the clothes away from the king’s shoulder while murmuring the appropriate prayers of healing.

“What happened?” asked Baralis.

“The king was shot.” Carvell looked down at the floor, as if he bore part of the blame.

“Who would dare do such a thing!” exclaimed Baralis, careful to keep a note of indignant surprise to his voice. “Where is the arrow? Did anyone get a good look at it?”

“Maybor removed it,” answered Carvell.

Maybor moved forward. “Yes, it is true I did, but in my panic to withdraw it from the king, I threw the damned arrow away.” His gaze met Baralis’.

“That was not a wise move, Maybor.” Baralis turned to look at the other men present. “What if the arrow had been barbed? You might have caused the king worse damage by removing it.” There were murmurs of agreement in the room. Baralis noted the quick flash of hatred in Maybor’s eye.

“How do you know the arrow was not barbed?” asked Maybor coolly. The room grew quiet as they waited for Baralis’ reply.

“I could tell the moment I saw the king’s wound that a barbed arrow had not been used.” The men reluctantly nodded their heads. Baralis promised himself that one day he would deal with Maybor; the man was altogether too unpredictable. Furthermore, he was beginning to suspect Maybor regretted entering into the conspiracy. Well, I have one more card up my sleeve that you don’t know about, Maybor, thought Baralis, and it is time I played it.

“Did anyone else get a look at the arrow?” he asked, his voice pitched low to gain the attention of everyone in the room.

“I did, my lord.” One of the houndsmen stepped forward. Maybor looked up, his face ashen.

“And who are you?” Baralis knew well who the man was—he had paid him ten gold pieces only days ago for his part in this little performance.

“I am Hist, King’s Houndsman.”

“Tell me, Hist, what exactly did you see?”

“Sir, I can’t be exactly sure, but the shaft did seem to have a double notch.” Maybor stepped forward, his hand raised in protest, about to speak. Baralis did not give him the chance.

“A double notch!” he exclaimed to the room. “We all know the Halcus arrows are double notched.” The room erupted into an uproar:

“The Halcus, those treacherous bastards.”

“The Halcus have shot our king.”

“To hell with the peace at Horn Bridge,” pitched in Baralis.

“We must avenge this deed.”

“We must beat the Halcus senseless.”

Baralis judged the time was right. “We must declare war!” he cried.

“Aye,” cried the men in unison. “War!”


 

 


Two



“No, Bodger, there’s only one way to tell if a woman has a passionate nature and it ain’t the size of her orbs.” Grift leant back against the wall, arms folded behind his head in the manner of one about to impart valuable knowledge.


“How can you tell, then, Grift?” Bodger drew closer in the manner of one about to accept such knowledge.

“Body hair, Bodger. The hairier the woman, the more passionate the nature. Take old widow Harpit. She’s got arms as hairy as a goat’s behind and you won’t find a randier woman anywhere.”

“Widow Harpit’s not much to look at, though, Grift. She’s got more hair on her upper lip than I have.”

“Exactly, Bodger! A man would count himself lucky to bed her.” Grift smiled mischievously and took a long draught of ale. “What about your Nelly, how hairy is she?”

“My Nelly has arms as smooth as freshly turned butter.”

“You won’t be getting much then, Bodger!”

Both men chuckled merrily. Grift filled their cups and they relaxed for a while, sipping their ale. They liked nothing better, after a cold morning patrolling the castle grounds, than to sit down with a cup of ale and bandy ribald remarks. There was usually a little gossip exchanged, too.

“Here, Grift, last night while I was relieving myself in the ornamental gardens I heard Lord Maybor having a real go at his daughter. He even gave her a good slapping.”

“Maybor ain’t what he used to be. Ever since this damned war with the Halcus he’s been getting nasty and hot tempered—you never know what he’s gonna be doing next.” Both men turned at the sound of footsteps.

“Here comes young Jack. Jack, lad, do you fancy a sup of ale?”

“I can’t, Bodger, I haven’t got time.”

“If you’re off wooing, Jack,” said Grift, “you’d better brush the flour from your hair.”

Jack smiled broadly. “It’s there for a purpose, Grift. I want the girls to think I’m old enough to be gray—just like you!”

Jack didn’t wait around to hear the guard’s reply. He was on his way to Baralis’ chambers and was late as usual. The king’s chancellor had been making him work long hours recently, and he was often scribing into the early hours of the morning. Jack suspected that the library he was copying would soon be due back to its owner, and that Baralis was eager to have what was left copied down to the last page as quickly as possible. In consequence, Jack now spent his days baking and his nights scribing. There was little time left for rest, and he had been close to falling asleep at his copying desk on more than one occasion.

Jack found that scribing became easier with practice. At first he could barely copy a page a day, but over time he’d grown better at his job, managing to complete as many as ten pages in one session.

Jack now had a guilty secret. For the past few years he had been able to read every word that he copied. Five summers had passed since Baralis had first recruited him to be a blind scribe, only Jack was no longer blind.

It had begun after the passing of three moons. Jack had started to notice patterns in the words and symbols. His main breakthrough had taken place over a year later when Baralis had asked him to copy a book full of drawings of animals. Each drawing was meticulously labeled, and Jack recognized many of the creatures in the book: bats, bears, mice. He began to understand that the letters underneath the drawings corresponded to the animals’ names, and gradually he became able to comprehend simple words: the names of birds or flowers or animals.

Eventually Jack had learnt other words—connecting words, describing words, words that made up the basis of language. Once he had started he raced ahead, eager for knowledge. He found a book in Baralis’ collection that did nothing but list the meanings of words. Oh, how he would have loved to have taken that precious volume to the kitchens with him. Baralis was not a man to grant favors lightly and Jack had never dared ask.

Over the past years he had read whatever he copied, stories from far lands, tales of ancient peoples, lives of great heroes. Much of what he copied he couldn’t understand, and nearly half of it was written in foreign languages or strange symbols that he could never hope to decipher. All that he could understand made him restless.

Reading about faraway places made Jack yearn to visit them. He dreamt of exploring the caverns of Isro, sailing down the great River Silbur, fighting in the streets of Bren. He dreamt so vividly he could smell the incense, feel the cool spray of water on his cheek, and see defeat in the eyes of his opponents. Some nights, when the sky was brilliant with stars and the world seemed impossibly large, Jack had to fight the urge to be off. Desire to leave the castle was so great that it became a physical sensation—a pressure within that demanded release.

Usually by morning the pressure had lost its push. But more and more these days, Jack’s gaze would wander to the map pinned to the study wall. He scanned the length of the Known Lands and wondered where he’d visit first: should it be to the north, over the mountains and into the frozen waste; should it be to the south, through the plains and into territories exotic and forbidden; or should it be to the east, where the power lay? He needed a place to head for, and eyes following the contours of the map, he cursed not knowing where his mother had come from, for he surely would have headed there.

Why had she kept so much from him? What was there in her past that she needed to hide? When he was younger, Jack had assumed it was shame that held her tongue. Now he suspected it was fear. He was nine when his mother had died, and one of his most enduring memories of her was how she would insist on watching the castle gates each morning to see all the visitors arrive. They would go together arm in arm, up to the battlements, where they would have a good view of everyone applying for entry into Castle Harvell. It was his favorite part of the day; he enjoyed being out in the fresh air and watching the hundreds of people who walked through the gates.

There were great envoys with huge retinues, lords and ladies on fine white horses, richly dressed tradesmen from Annis and Bren, and farmers and tinkers from nearby towns.

His mother would keep him amused by telling him who people were and why they were important. What struck him now was how keen a grasp she’d had on the affairs of Harvell and its northern rivals; she kept herself well informed and was always eager for news of politics and power plays. For many years after her death, Jack had thought it was curiosity that made her watch the gates. Yet curiosity wouldn’t make a dying woman, who toward the end could barely walk, drag herself up to the battlements each day to search the faces of strangers.

It was fear that marked her features at such times. Oh, she tried to hide it. She had a hundred anecdotes at her lips to take his mind from the cold and from her true reasons for being there. She had nearly succeeded, as well. Even now, though, he could recall the pressure of her fingers as they rested upon his arm and feel the delicate strain of her fear.

What had caused this watchfulness? This fear of strangers? To discover that, he must first find where she came from. His mother had left nothing for him to go on. She had been ruthless in withholding all information about herself. He knew nothing, save that she wasn’t from the Four Kingdoms and had been branded a whore. Through the long nights, when sleep refused to come, Jack dreamt of tracking down her origins like a knight on a quest, of finding out the truth behind her fear.

Dreams were one thing, the reality of life in the castle was quite another. If the night stirred his imagination, then the day stifled it. What was he but a baker’s boy? He had no skills to speak of, no future to plan for, no money to call his own. Castle Harvell was all there was, and to leave it would be to leave everything. Jack had seen the way beggars were treated at the castle—they were spat upon and ridiculed. Anyone who didn’t belong was considered lower than the lowest scullery maid. What if he left the kingdoms only to end up scorned and penniless in a foreign land? At least the castle offered protection from such failure; whilst in its walls he was guaranteed a warm bed, food to eat, and friends to laugh with.

As Jack climbed the stairs to Baralis’ chamber, he couldn’t help thinking that a warm bed and food to eat were beginning to sound like a coward’s reasons to stay.

Baralis was well pleased with the events of the last five years. The country was still embroiled in a disabling war, a war that served only to sap the strength and resources of both Halcus and the Four Kingdoms. Many bloody battles had been fought and heavy casualties were incurred on both sides. Just as one party seemed to gain the advantage, the other party would suddenly receive some unexpected help; news of enemies’ tactics would be whispered in an interested ear, details of supply routes would fall into improper hands, or sites of possible ambush were revealed to unfriendly eyes. Needless to say, Baralis had been responsible for every fatal betrayal.

Stalemate suited him nicely. With the attention of the country focused to the east, Baralis could hatch his own plots and follow his own agenda at court.

As he sipped on mulled holk to soothe the pain in his fingers, he reflected on the state of the king. Since Lesketh had taken the arrow to the shoulder, he had never been the same. The wound had healed after a few months, but the king had been badly weakened and could no longer mount a horse. The king’s wits were also, sadly, not all they had been, not that the king had ever been a great thinker, thought Baralis spitefully. If anything, he may have gone a little easy on the poison the day of the hunt: after all, the king could still remember his name!

The king’s affliction was never mentioned aloud at court. If people talked of it at all, it was in hushed voices in the privacy of their own chambers: it was not a subject to speak of lightly. The queen was known to view any such talk as treason. Queen Arinalda had unofficially taken the king’s place as ruler, and Baralis grudgingly admitted that the woman was doing a better job than her dull, hunt-obsessed husband ever had.

She had performed a delicate balancing act; due to her efforts the kingdoms were not perceived as a weak country lacking a leader. She had kept up diplomatic ties with Bren and Highwall, and had even signed a historic trading agreement with Lanholt. The Halcus were seething at her success. But she had shown wisdom in her restraint as well as her strength, and had not given the Halcus too much cause to worry—else Halcus might be forced to go in search of allies and the war escalate beyond the control of the two countries.

Today Baralis would tie up a loose end, one that had been left dangling since the day the king was shot. Lord Maybor had been a thorn in his side for many years now. The man had been party to the events leading up to the shooting, but it had become evident that Maybor regretted his actions and Baralis feared the man might use the incident against him. There was potential for blackmail and other unpleasantness, and Baralis ill liked having reason to be wary of any man.

The portly lord was up to something else that gave him cause for concern. Maybor was trying to secure a betrothal between his daughter, Melliandra, and the queen’s only son, Prince Kylock. Baralis was not about to let that proposal take place: he had his own plans for the king’s heir.

“Crope!” he called, eager to be relieved of his problem.

“Yes, master.” His huge servant loomed close, blocking all light in his path. He always carried a small painted box and was busy stuffing it out of sight into his tunic.

“Go down to the kitchens and get me some wine.”

“There’s wine here already. I’ll fetch it for you.” Crope started to reach for the wine jug.


“No, you repulsive simpleton, I need another type. Now listen carefully, for I know you’re liable to forget.” Baralis spoke slowly, pronouncing each word distinctly. “I need a flagon of lobanfern red. Have you got that?”

“Yes, master, but you always say lobanfern red tastes like whore’s piss.”

“This wine is not for me, you feckless imbecile. It’s a gift.” Baralis stood up, smoothing his black silk robes. He watched Crope leave the room and then added in a low voice, “I hear Lord Maybor has a fondness for lobanfern red.”

Crope appeared some time later with a jug of wine. Baralis snatched it from him. “Go now, fool.” Baralis uncorked the jug and smelled its contents. He grimaced; only a barbarian could like this sickly brew.

He took the wine and moved over to a tapestry hanging on the wall, lifted it up, and ran his finger over a particular stone and entered his private study. No one besides himself knew of its existence. It was where he did his most secret work, wrote his most confidential letters, and manufactured his most potent poisons.

Poison was now one of Baralis’ specialities and, since gaining access to the libraries of Tavalisk—who was himself a poisoner of high repute—Baralis had honed his skills to a fine art. He now realized that the mixture he had used on the king’s arrow was the crudest of potions.

Baralis could now make poisons that were infinitely more subtle, less detectable and more varied in their results. It was a foolish practitioner who thought a poison’s only use was to kill or disable. No, poisons could be used for much more: they could be made to slowly debilitate a person over years, effectively mimicking the characteristics of specific diseases; they could corrupt a good mind and turn it rotten; they could weaken a heart to a point where it stopped of its own accord; they could paralyze a body but keep the mind sound.

Poison could rob a man of his virility, his memory, or even his youth. It could stunt the growth of a child or, in the case of the queen, prevent the conception of one. It was all a matter of the skill of the poisoner, and Baralis was now in command of such skill.

He moved toward his heavy wooden desk where an array of jars and vials were placed. Most poisons were better made fresh as needed—for poison, like men, lost potency over time. Baralis smiled inwardly: time to cook up a batch.

Tavalisk entered the small, damp cell. He held a scented handkerchief to his nose; the smell of these places was always most unpleasant. He had just eaten a fine meal of roasted pheasant stuffed with its own eggs, a truly remarkable dish, the flavors of which still played in his mouth, whetting his plump tongue. Unfortunately, as well as lingering on his tongue, a small portion of the tenacious bird seemed to be caught between his teeth. Tavalisk pulled forth a dainty silver toothpick from his robes and skillfully dislodged the offending piece of fowl.

He found that inflicting pain and food complemented each other perfectly: after eating a fine meal he liked nothing better than to dabble in a spot of torture.

He regarded the prisoner dispassionately. He was chained up by his hands to the wall, his feet barely touching the ground. Tavalisk had to admit that the young man did have an unusually high tolerance for pain. He had been kept in this dungeon for over a year now. It might have been enough to kill another man. This one, however, had proven to be most exceptional.

Tavalisk had personally supervised the program of torture. Torture was, he considered, a special skill of his. He had designed a specific schedule just for this one prisoner, but was his prisoner grateful? No. This prisoner didn’t even have the decency to succumb to the torture. Burns to the feet had been useless, starvation had been useless, the strain on his arms and wrists had been useless. Even his personal favorite—hot needles in soft flesh—had proved useless. He had been careful not to cause too much damage, though, and had practiced great personal restraint, for Tavalisk had far worse punishments in his repertoire.

He didn’t want to see this young man permanently disabled. He knew that the prisoner was a knight of Valdis, that much was evident from the mark upon his arm—two circles, one within the other, meaning the knight had attained the middle circle and was obviously young to have done so. Unfortunately, the young man had visibly aged since he had been under his care. No longer did the golden hair shine and the cheek run smooth.

But that was of little consequence to Tavalisk. What did matter was what the young man had been doing when he’d been picked up. The knight had been snooping around asking questions, wanting to find somebody, a boy he had said. When the spies had brought him, bound and gagged, to their master, he had refused to speak.

There was one thing which made Tavalisk suspect the knight was involved in something of importance: when he had been brought in, he had in his possession a lacus skin. That skin had Bevlin’s mark upon it. Tavalisk was determined to find out what connection the knight had to the aging wiseman.

Bevlin was considered an old fool by most people, but Tavalisk preferred to give him the benefit of the doubt. Eighteen years ago there had been a momentous sight in the night sky. Tavalisk himself had even heard of it. Most people said it was a sign that the next five years would bring good harvest. And indeed Rorn hadn’t had a bad year since—though gold not grain was harvested in this fair city. But that aside, Tavalisk had the uncanny feeling that the sign had meant more, and that Bevlin had somehow discovered what it was. The wiseman had ranted on about doom and its usual accompaniment, destruction. All but Tavalisk had ignored him: it never hurt to keep an eye on the doings of wisemen—like birds they always knew when a storm was coming. If this prisoner before him was sent on a mission by Bevlin, then Tavalisk was determined to find out the reason behind it.

Of late, he had grown frustrated by the prisoner’s silence and had decided upon another way to discover who the knight was looking for and why. That was what brought him here today. He was going to let the knight go free. All he would have to do is watch and wait; the knight would lead him to the answers he sought.

“Guards,” he called, moving the silken handkerchief from his face. “Free this man and see he gets some water.” The guards hammered the metal stakes from the wrist irons and the prisoner fell heavily to the floor.

“He’s out cold, Your Eminence.”

“I can see that. Take his body and dump him somewhere in the city.”

“Any special part of the city, Your Eminence?”

Tavalisk thought for a moment, a mischievous smile spreading across his full lips. “The whoring quarter will do nicely.”

The city of Rorn boasted the largest whoring quarter in the known world. It was whispered that there was not a pleasure imaginable, no matter how illegal or bizarre, that could not be bought for the right price.

The quarter was a refuge for the miserable and the wretched: young girls barely eleven summers old walked the streets, beggars racked with disease could be found on every corner. Pickpockets and cutthroats waited in the shadows for a chance to relieve an unsuspecting passerby of his purse or his life. Weapons and poison and information could be purchased from the countless inns and taverns that jostled for business on the filth-ridden streets.

The streets themselves were so thick with human waste and rotting vegetation, it was said one could tell an outsider by the cloth he held to his nose. It was not a good idea to look like an outsider in the whoring quarter. Outsiders were an easy mark for con men and thieves; they were asking to be robbed or tricked out of their money. But still they came, drawn by the promise of illicit diversions and the thrill of danger. Young noblemen and honest tradesmen alike stole into the quarter as the day grew dim, looking for a game of chance, or a woman for the night . . . or both.

The sharp smell of excrement was the first thing he became aware of. The next was pain. It was unbearable, pulling every muscle into its knotted snarl. He tried to move through it, to come out where there was now light, but he was too weak. He spiraled downward to meet oblivion and found that it too was crafted from pain.

The dream tormented him once more. He was in a small room. There were children around the fire; two young girls, golden haired and rosy cheeked, smiled up at him, and there was a baby in his arms. The door opened and something glittered brightly on the threshold. Light from the vision eclipsed the glow of the fire, but not its warmth. As he reached toward the brightness, the baby fell from his arms. Stepping through the portal, the door closed behind him. The vision fled, receding to a pinpoint on the horizon, and he turned back to the door. Only the door wouldn’t open. Try as he might, he couldn’t get back to the room and the children around the fire. In desperation he flung himself against the door. His body met with stone.

He awoke with a start, sweat dripping into the corners of his mouth. Something had changed and unfamiliar air filled his lungs. It made him afraid. He was accustomed to his cell, and now even the comfort of familiarity was denied him.

When had he been released? He could barely recall when he’d last felt the cool brush of water upon his lips. One thing was fixed in his mind, though, and that was his name: he was Tawl. Tawl—but there had been more than that. Surely he had been Tawl of somewhere or something. The vaguest of stirrings rose in his breast; his mind tried to focus, but it was gone. He could not remember. He was just Tawl. He had been imprisoned and was now free.

He forced his mind to deal with the present and he began to take in some of his surroundings: he was in an alleyway between two large buildings, there was a chill in the air, and he was alone.

Tentatively, he raised an arm and pain coursed through his body. His arm was bare and he noticed the two-circled mark. It was familiar to him, it meant something, but he didn’t know what. Tawl looked up as the sound of voices approached him.

“Hey, Megan, don’t go near that man there. He looks as good as dead.”


“Hush, Wenna. I’ll go where I please.”

“You’re not liable to get a penny out of him. He doesn’t look up to it.”

Tawl watched as a young girl approached him—he was unable to do anything else. A moment later, her friend also drew close and he began to feel uncomfortable under their scrutiny.

“He smells really bad, like he ain’t seen water for a year or more.”

“Wenna, be quiet, he might hear you. Look, his eyes are open!” The one called Megan smiled gently. “He’s not like the usual type down here.”

“He’s half dead, ain’t he? To me that’s the usual type.”

“No, he’s young and golden haired.” The girl shrugged, as if to excuse her own folly. “There’s something about him . . . look, Wenna, he’s trying to say something.” Tawl had not spoken for many months and could only manage a bare murmur.

“I think he’s saying his name. It sounds like Tork or Tawl.”

“Megan, come away before you land us in a pickle. You’re right he ain’t the usual type and that spells trouble.” The one named Wenna pulled at her friend’s arm, but she would not be budged.

“You go if you choose, Wenna, but I can’t leave him here all alone. He’ll surely die before the night is through.”

“That, my girl, is not my problem. I’m off. I’m wasting precious time here when I need to be earning. If you’ve any sense in that pretty head of yours you’d do the same, too.” With that, the older of the girls marched off, leaving him alone with the other.

Tawl tried to raise his arm again, and this time the girl took it. “Here, let me help you up.” She noticed the mark. “Oh, that’s strange. I’ve never seen a knight’s circle with a scar running through it.” Tawl let the girl help him to his feet and then promptly fell over again. He could not stand; his legs were not used to carrying any weight. “Oh, you poor thing. Here, try again. My little place ain’t far from here. If you could just manage to walk.” They tried again, this time Tawl leaning on the girl for support. He was surprised that she could bear his weight for she was slightly built.

“Come on,” she encouraged him. “There’s not far to walk. We’ll be there soon.” Tawl struggled along by her side, learning to master his pain.

Baralis carefully allowed four drops of the pink-tinged poison to fall into the jug of wine. The poison rippled and then thinned, its deadly transparency soon lost to the eye. He was rather proud of his latest brew, as it was nearly without odor. He washed his hands thoroughly in a bowl of cold water. It wouldn’t do to have any residue of the materials left on them; this was a particularly lethal mixture and he could already feel a burn upon his flesh.

His hands bore the marks of years spent working with deadly substances. Corrosive acids had gnawed the fat from his flesh, leaving his skin upon the bone. The skin itself was taut and red, and as it tightened he could feel it pull upon his fingers, drawing them inward toward his palms. Every day he rubbed warm oils into the straining flesh, hoping to retain what little mobility was left. His fingers, once long and elegant in youth, were now old beyond their years.

It was a price he paid for his expertise. It was high for one who valued manipulation and swiftness of hand as much as he did, but he would have it no other way. There was a cost to all things, and glory only came to those who were willing to pay the price.

It was time to place the jug of wine in Maybor’s chambers. The lord was usually away from the castle in the afternoons, hunting or riding. This was a job he would have to do himself. He could not trust Crope with a task that required such stealth.

He needed to be very cautious. He would have preferred to enter Maybor’s chamber at night, with darkness as his ally, but that did not suit his plans. Twilight was the best he could manage. He slipped into the labyrinth by way of the beer cellar—no one marked his passing. He had a talent for going unnoticed; it was his natural disposition to search out shadow and shade.


He made good time and was soon approaching Maybor’s chamber. Baralis was surprised to hear the sound of voices and he moved close against the wall, putting his ear to a small crack in the stone. He was astounded to hear the voice of the queen. Arinalda in Maybor’s chambers—what intrigue was this? The queen never visited private chambers, she always called people to her. Baralis concentrated on listening to the rise and fall of their voices.

“I am well pleased to hear that your daughter, Melliandra, is willing for the match, as I had harbored a thought that she may have been reluctant.” The queen spoke with little warmth, her regal tones filtering through the breech in the stone.

“Your Highness, I can assure you my daughter wishes to marry your son more than anything else.” Maybor spoke with exaggerated deference. Baralis’ eyes narrowed with contempt.

“Very good,” the queen was saying. “We will hold the betrothal ceremony ten days from now. I am sure you will agree that we should move quickly on this matter.”

“I do, my queen. I also think, if you will pardon me for saying, Your Highness, that the betrothal should be kept a secret until it has taken place.” There was a slight pause and then the queen spoke, her cold tones carrying straight to Baralis’ ear.

“I agree. There are some at court who I would prefer kept in the dark about this matter. I will take my leave now, Lord Maybor. I wish you joy of the day.” Baralis moved his eye to the crack and saw Maybor bow low to the queen. After the door closed, Maybor’s expression of humility changed to one of triumph.

Baralis smiled coldly as the lord poured himself a glass of wine. “Enjoy your wine, Maybor,” he murmured. “You might not relish your next cup as much.” Baralis settled down to wait for Maybor to take his leave, the vial of poison warming in his hand.

Melli was in a turmoil. Her brother Kedrac had just left. He had informed her the betrothal was agreed upon—the queen had set a date for the official announcement.

On hearing the news of her fate, decided upon without her consent, rebellion stirred within her breast. She would never in a million years marry the cold and arrogant Prince Kylock. She had no wish to be queen of the Four Kingdoms if Kylock would be her king. She couldn’t exactly say why she disliked him so much—he was always polite to her when they met. But there was something about him that touched a nerve deep within her. Whenever she caught sight of him around the castle, she shuddered inwardly. And now her father had finalized the match.

Oh, she knew well what her father’s plan was. With the king weak, every lord was grabbing for power, and her father was no different: when he was not at war, he was plotting and scheming. Now he had decided upon the ultimate move, to place his daughter in the role of future queen. Maybor cared not a jot for her; his only interests were his precious sons. One of the reasons the war with the Halcus had taken place was because he had wanted to secure land for her brothers.

The war had backfired on him, however, for his lands along the River Nestor were now a battlefield and the yields of the famous Nestor apple orchards were at an all-time low. Her father would be feeling the cruel pinch of war upon his pocket.

She hated him! But she was not sure if she meant her father or Kylock. Last night, when she had refused point-blank to ever marry the prince, her father had actually slapped her. In the gardens! Where anyone could have seen. She had noticed of late her father often held his meetings in the gardens. It appeared nowadays that he didn’t even trust stone walls.

To Melli the past five years had been a great disappointment. She had longed to become a woman, but when her breasts swelled and her blood flowed, she found that she was still a young girl. Her presentation to the queen had not been the glorious triumph she had imagined. The country was at war and no one had much time for frivolous ceremonies, so there had been few to admire the beauty of her gown. That had not been her biggest disappointment, though.

She was most disillusioned with her life as a lady of the court. She’d come to realize that the very dresses and jewels she had once dreamed of now bored her. The young men at court were naive and pompous fools, and she wanted none of them. But what she most hated were the restrictions placed upon a woman of her rank. As a child she could race down the corridors, steal to the kitchens for an illicit treat, and laugh loudly at the top of her voice. Now, as a young lady she might as well not leave her rooms for all the freedom she was afforded elsewhere. It was always:

“Walk with your head up, Melliandra.”

“Keep your voice low and pleasing, Melliandra.”

“Never, ever contradict a man, Melliandra.”

The rules for women were endless. She was expected to change clothes three times a day, she was not allowed in the gardens without a servant accompanying her, she could only ride sidesaddle, she must drink her wine watered and eat her food like a bird. To top it all off, she was forced to spend all of her days cooped up with old matrons, sewing and gossiping.

Her friends might love to dress up and flirt, but playing the role of dumb female was beneath her dignity, and she would never, ever pretend a man was right when he was wrong. She hated it so much, she even hated the sound of the very name she had so desired and now longed to be just plain Melli again.

She sat on the corner of her bed and wondered what she would do. She had no choice about the betrothal. Her father was insisting upon it and she dared not defy him. She’d heard chilling stories of daughters who defied their fathers, tales of floggings and starvations and worse—stories told with relish by her aging nurse.

She’d harbored the distant hope that the queen might object to the betrothal at the last minute, deciding she was not good enough, or pretty enough, or well bred enough for her son, but it appeared that the queen was as anxious for this match as her father.

Queen Arinalda was in a weak position and the country was ripe for invasion. The duke of Bren’s greed for land was making her nervous. The city of Bren was becoming too big to support itself and was starting to look elsewhere for food for its tables. The Four Kingdoms were a feast for the taking. The queen needed the country to appear strong in order to curb any thoughts of conquest the duke might be harboring. To this end she needed to ally herself with the most powerful lord in the kingdoms: Melli’s father. Maybor would then be forced to defend the weak king from those who sought to challenge or invade. Whatever the reasons for the match, Melli was sure of one thing: she was just a pawn.

She had tried to reason with her father last night: she’d pleaded with him to give up the idea of the betrothal. He would not listen to her. He’d pointed out that he owned every scrap of fabric on her back, every ring on her finger and, although he didn’t say it . . . every breath in her body. She was no more than a possession, and the time had come to bring her to market.

No, Melli thought, I will not be traded like a sack of grain.

She would run away. Kedrac’s visit had been the final straw. Her brother had told her, in his condescending manner, that the betrothal was a great honor for their family, a great advancement, a chance to acquire more land and more prestige. Not one word about her. He’d just droned on about his future, his increased prospects, his expectations. She was nothing to him, merely a means to bring greater power and glory to himself. The same was true of her father. The very fact that he had sent Kedrac to break the news instead of coming himself showed how little he thought of her.

Melli took a deep breath. She was going to leave the castle. No longer would she be beholden to her father and brothers, no longer would she be a chattel, a pawn in their games of power. They had misjudged her if they thought she would quietly submit to their plans.

Pacing the room, she tried to hold onto her anger. It strengthened her, made her want to take charge of her own life. She moved to the window, wanting to look upon the outside world, a world that she would make herself part of. It was dark and quiet, a light rain was falling and the chill of night caressed her cheek. Instead of feeling exhilarated, she found herself afraid: the world outside beckoned . . . ambivalent and unfamiliar. Melli shuddered and pulled the heavy brocade curtains together.

She would go ahead with her plan. She would leave the castle tonight.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the entrance of her maid. The sly-eyed Lynni busied herself laying out a dress for the evening. “You’d better hurry, my lady, or you’ll be late for dinner.”

“I am not feeling well, Lynni. I will take a cold supper in my room.”

“You look well enough to me. You must go down. There are visitors from Lanholt and your presence will be expected.”

“Do as I say,” said Melli sharply. The girl left the room, swinging her hips with studied insolence.

Melli began sorting through her things, deciding what she would take with her. She had no money of her own, but was allowed to keep a modest amount of jewelry in her room, and these she placed in a small cloth bag. She scanned her chamber. She now possessed a mirror of her own, and her reflection caught her eye; she looked small and frightened.

She caught hold of her straight, dark hair and pulled it back with a leather thong, thinking it suited her a lot better than some of the overelaborate court styles. Next Melli put on her plainest woollen dress, tied the cloth bag containing her jewels securely around her waist, and then selected her thickest riding cloak. All she had to do was wait for Lynni to return with her supper and she would be off, stealing out of the castle under the cover of darkness. Never for a moment did she consider leaving without her supper—that would be foolish.

Melli slipped beneath the bedclothes to wait, and thought of where she would go. Her mother, before she’d died, had spoken of relatives in Annis. She would head there.

Lord Maybor was having a very good day. The queen had approved the match between Kylock and his daughter. He had supped well this night.

As he dined, he looked around the hall. The huge tapestries caught his eye. They showed the story of how the Four Kingdoms had been ripped asunder during the terrible Wars of Faith. They went on to depict the one man who, over a hundred years later, was responsible for reuniting the four glorious territories in defiance of the Church. The Four Kingdoms boasted the most fertile soil in the north. It was well placed for farm land and timber, its people were plump and prosperous, its armies well trained and well fed. Harvell the Fierce had been the driving force behind the Wars of Reunification. Thanks to him, the green and vibrant country was made whole once again.

Maybor fancied there was a little of Harvell’s nature in himself, and certainly before the year was out he would form part of the great tradition that was the lineage of kings. He would be father to a queen! He could barely contain his excitement.

He noticed that many of the lords gathered around the great table were puzzled by his uncharacteristic good humor, and it pleased him greatly that they were ignorant of his impending elevation. Maybor felt an overflowing of goodwill. He called for more venison and ale, and even cheered the minstrels, who he normally enjoyed pelting with vegetables and chicken bones.

The king must be made to step down, he thought. He is an empty vessel and has no place on the throne of the Four Kingdoms. Fresh blood should flow into the leadership, the blood of his future son-in-law, Kylock. True, Kylock was young, but Maybor had plans to use that youth to his advantage, guiding Kylock’s decisions, molding the new king. He, Maybor, would be the power behind the throne.

He paused in his delicious reverie for a moment and considered Prince Kylock. There was something about the lad that gave him the shivers, but no mind, he thought, he will make a fine king with me to guide him. Melliandra, his ungrateful rebel of a daughter, had actually said she would not marry him. Well, it was too late for her objections now. He would personally beat the defiance out of her if necessary.

The first thing he would urge the new king to do would be to end the war with the Halcus once and for all. He was tired of his lands being used as campsites and battlefields. Once the war was over, he would claim the land to the east of the River Nestor for himself: it was fine land for growing cider apples.

Personal profit aside, there were other more pressing reasons why the war should be won quickly. Bren was up to no good. The duke had already started a program of annexation to the southeast, and it wouldn’t be long before his eye turned west. Highwall and Annis were strong and well armed. The kingdoms, however, were so distracted by warring with Halcus that they were practically asking to be invaded. No matter they were a distance apart, the good duke’s ancestors had once held land west of the Nestor, and a prior claim, no matter how tenuous, always served to incite the indignant passions of would-be invaders.

Maybor drained his cup. It was getting late, and he took his leave of his dinner companions, his feet a little unsteady from the large amount of ale he had drunk. As he returned to his chamber, the only thing he wanted to do was have a glass of lobanfern red to aid his digestion and then to bed for a deep sleep.

“Kelse, you idle lout,” he shouted before entering his chamber. “Come and turn down my bed and stoke up my fire. There is a bite in the air tonight.” Maybor was surprised not to hear the scurry of his servant’s feet on the stone; Kelse was usually quick to respond. He might already be in the chamber, warming the sheets with hot bricks.

Maybor entered his room. It was cold; the fire had gone out. “Damn!” he muttered. “Kelse, where in Borc’s name are you?” Maybor crossed to the table where he kept a jug of his favorite wine. He poured himself a generous cup and moved through to the bedchamber.

As he lifted the cup to his lips, he caught sight of a body on the floor near his bed. It was his servant Kelse. Puzzled, he put down the cup, moved toward the body and slapped Kelse hard on the cheek.


“Kelse, you drunken malingerer. Awaken this instant, or I swear I will have your innards on a platter.” Kelse did not respond. Maybor grew alarmed; the man had not moved. “What treachery is this?” His eyes alighted on the upturned cup that lay beside Kelse’s body. Maybor drew the cup to his nose and smelled it: lobanfern red. He felt his servant’s lifeless body: it was cold. “Poison,” he spoke.

Maybor felt the hairs on his neck bristle. He was in no doubt that the poison had been meant for him. The unfortunate Kelse had stolen a glass of the tainted wine and had paid for it with his life. Maybor smiled grimly. Kelse had unknowingly performed the greatest service a servant could do for his master: lay down his life. He trembled to think what might have happened if the drugged wine had passed his lips. He would be the one lying on the cold stone, dead. He knew who had done this.

“Baralis,” he whispered under his breath. He had almost been expecting it. For many months now he had seen the look of hatred on Baralis’ face. They both had scores to settle, and it seemed that the king’s chancellor had made the first move to resolve them.

Poison was just the sort of cowardly method that Baralis favored. Maybor was a fighting man, a veteran of many campaigns, and had only contempt for such underhanded tactics. If he were to plan an assassination—and, after the events of tonight, it would seem likely he would have to, a man could hardly be expected to ignore an attempt on his life—he would resort to more conventional techniques. There was more beauty and certainty to be found in a knife to the throat than in a jug of poisoned wine.

“Your plans have gone wrong on this dark night,” he murmured softly. “Sleep soundly in your bed, Baralis, lord and chancellor, for there may not be many nights left for you to dream in.”

Jack was, as usual, up at four. He no longer had to keep the ovens fueled all night—that job had passed on to a younger boy. He was now in charge of supervising the first baking and, after the oven-boy left, he usually had the kitchen to himself for an hour before Master Frallit and the other bakers appeared.

He dressed quickly, the temperature in his room giving speed to his actions. His breeches were four months old and he was pleased to notice they fitted him now exactly as they did when newly made, which meant he’d finally stopped growing. About time, too. It wasn’t much fun being the tallest person in the kitchens. He was always the one called upon to chase spiders from their webs and to shake the moths from slow-drying herbs.

Pulling on a light tunic, he noticed it smelled a little too strongly of sweat. He’d hoped to cross the path of the tablemaid Findra later on in the day, and had recently found out that girls didn’t appreciate too generous a smell. Of course the confusing thing was that Grift had informed him that no smell at all was worse than the most terrible stench: “Women choose a lover with their noses first, so a man’s odor must declare his intentions,” was a favorite saying of his. Deciding that he’d flour his tunic down later to create the delicate balance needed for wooing, Jack made his way to the kitchens.

The first thing he did was add fragrant woods to the furnace. Frallit maintained there were only two types of wood in the world: one for heating and one for cooking. Overnight the oven was fueled with plentiful woods such as oak and ash, but a day’s baking called for more delicate fuel. Hawthorne, hazel, and chestnut were added before the bread was put to bake. The master baker swore by them: “They give a fragrance to the dough that becomes a flavor when the flame is high,” he would say.

Once that was seen to, Jack brought the dough down from the shelf above the oven. The shelf benefited from the heat of the furnace and the dough rose well overnight. He removed the damp linen cloth from the tray and absently punched each individual portion of dough down and then kneaded them, his hands deft with experience. Quickly, he formed neat rows on the baking slabs and then opened the huge iron door of the oven, its blazing heat hitting Jack in a familiar wave. He had singed his hair on more than one occasion in the past. He loaded the slabs onto shelves and closed the door. Next, he threw a measure of water into the furnace; the steam produced would add extra vigor to the crust.

Jack then turned his attention to mixing the “noon loaves.” These would be the third and fourth batches of the day. The population of Castle Harvell was so great that the oven had to be in use nearly every waking hour. The first batches of the morning were maslin loaves. Formed from rye and wheat, maslin loaves were the staple of lords and servants alike. What was cooked next often depended upon who was visiting the castle. When foreign noblemen and envoys were in attendance, the master baker usually honored them by baking their native loaves and delicacies. Later in the afternoon, when the sweet breads and fancies were still cooling, Frallit would indulge in what he called his “baker’s privilege.”

Harvell, like most towns, had several communal ovens where women brought their dough to be baked. A copper penny a loaf was the charge. Frallit had taken to renting out space in the castle oven for a similar rate. Being a canny businessman, the master baker offered the women one free loaf with a dozen, and now had rather a profitable sideline going. The head cellarer and the chief cook were given a silencing cut of the proceeds. Jack’s inducement for keeping quiet was nothing more than the threat of a sound thrashing.

Once the noon loaves were mixed and the yeast set to proof, Jack was free to find himself something to eat. He usually spent the proofing time visiting the servants’ hall for a measure of ale and a bowl of whatever was served the night before. This morning, however, Baralis had kept him up so late scribing, that all he wanted to do was sit down for a while and have a short rest.

He settled himself on the baker’s bench and rested his head against the ledge. His eyes were heavy with lost sleep. He’d only managed to snatch about three hours rest last night and he was tired beyond measure. Before he knew it, he had drifted off into a light and dreamless sleep.

When he next opened his eyes, he saw the alarming sight of black smoke bellowing from the oven. “Copper pots!” he exclaimed, immediately realizing he had fallen asleep leaving bread baking in the oven. He rushed over to the oven, but his nose had already told him what his eyes could see: the loaves were burnt. All eight score of them. Jack grew cold with fear. Frallit would surely kill him for this. Half the morning’s bread burnt to a cinder. Oh, if only he hadn’t fallen asleep.

His mind was racing with panic as he stared at the charred loaves in the oven, desperately wishing they were not burnt. Master Frallit had whipped the hide off a boy once for burning the loaves. The boy had never been seen in the kitchens again. Just this week the master baker had warned Jack about sloppy work, threatening to send him away from the castle if he didn’t improve. It was one thing to dream about leaving, but quite another to be thrown out.

What was he going to do? Master Frallit would be along any minute. If only he could change things, make the loaves dough again. His brow creased with desperation and he felt pain course through his head. He suddenly felt faint and light-headed, and stumbled to the floor, losing consciousness.

Baralis had not slept all night. His head was full of what he’d overheard outside of Maybor’s chamber. The queen was obviously trying her hand at politicking, seeking to consolidate her position by marrying Kylock to Maybor’s daughter. She would be a fool to think that the king would be made safe by an alliance with Maybor. The first thing Maybor would do would be to oust the old king and put Kylock in his place, thinking he could control the young and inexperienced boy.

Only now there would be no betrothal: with Maybor dead, the queen would find his charming daughter, Melliandra, to be less useful a bride for her son. Baralis smiled, his teeth glittering in the firelight. He had a more glorious match for Kylock in mind. He would see the prince married to one more exalted than the daughter of a mere lord. It was time that the kingdoms took up a more central position in the arena of the civilized world.

Baralis tossed and turned in the pale morning light, imagining gleefully what the new day would bring. To finally have that scheming viper Maybor out of his way! He must be careful to rehearse Crope in his alibi: he and Crope were to have been out yesterday gathering special herbs for medicines, and indeed it was partly true—he had sent Crope to the woods and told him to pick some flowers. Flowers to place on Maybor’s grave.

Suddenly, Baralis felt something, the unmistakable sensation that signaled the use of power. Someone was drawing raw, untrained power in the castle. Foreboding crept over him. The power being wielded was mighty indeed but strangely crude. Baralis’ body was a razor edge of perception. He shot out his mental awareness, searching out the source of the drawing.

“Jack, Jack, wake up. What do you think you’re doing falling asleep when there’s loaves in the oven?” admonished Tilly. “It’s a wonder they didn’t burn, else you’d been in deep trouble with Frallit.”

Jack sat up, startled. “But they did burn, Tilly, I—”

“Oh, hush, you big dimwit. You must have been dreaming. They’re just browning off nicely now. Look.”

Jack looked through the gap in the oven designed for monitoring the baking and was startled to find that Tilly was right—the loaves were not burnt. Someone must have replaced the burnt loaves with a new batch while he was unconscious. He stood up and felt a wave of nausea flood over his body.

He checked the trays of waiting dough. There was the same number as earlier—if a new batch were in the oven, they would be empty. He smelled the air. There was the faintest whiff of burning—he had not been dreaming. He rushed over to the waste bins, but no charred loaves had been thrown out.

Tilly was looking at him as if he was mad. He was sure he hadn’t dreamed the incident: the loaves had been burnt. What had he done? He recalled the instant before he passed out there had been a sick feeling in his stomach and great pressure in his head.


Jack felt the turn of fate. Something had happened here, something that went against the laws of nature, something terrible—and he was responsible for it. He was trembling and his legs were threatening to give way beneath him. He needed to lie down, to sleep, to forget.

“Tilly, I don’t feel too good. I need to have a rest.”

Tilly, seeing something strange in the young boy’s face, softened. “Very well, I’ll cover for you with Frallit. Be off now.”

Baralis perceived that the unleashing of power had come from below, and he became a hound on the scent. Quickly, he dressed and called for Crope. When the huge simpleton arrived, they both headed out of his chambers and down to the lower depths of the castle.

Baralis knew fear for the first time in many years. He hated the unknown. He was a great believer in careful planning and attention to detail. Nothing disturbed him more than the unexpected. Users of sorcery were few and far between—particularly in the north—indeed, that was why he had settled here in the first place. To be the only one at the court of the Four Kingdoms with the advantages of deviltry at his disposal.

For that is what the fools thought sorcery was: a gift from the devil. Let them think what they would; the ignorance of others had long proved to be one of his greatest allies. The people in the castle were afraid of him. They whispered that he was a demon, a sorcerer, a madman. It suited him nicely to let the whisperings persist: people were afraid of him, and he liked it that way.

The thought that someone in the castle had access to the same elusive source as he gave great haste to his step.

He drew nearer to where the power had been drawn, Crope lumbering behind him. The kitchens! The power had been drawn in the kitchens, he was sure of it. Baralis was oblivious to the servants and guards, who quickly stepped out of his way to let him pass.

Once he found himself in the huge castle kitchens, he could feel the aftermath prickling upon his skin. Without a word to the startled staff, he crossed from the cook’s section to the baker’s kitchen. This was it, every hair on his body confirmed it. He drew close to the huge oven, vestiges of the drawing lapping over his body in waves. It had happened here. Wildly he looked around, ignoring the master baker and Tilly. Next to the oven was a large wooden table on which scores of loaves were cooling. It was the loaves! The power had been drawn on the loaves.

It seemed like madness. Who would draw the power to eight score of loaves? Baralis rubbed his chin as he considered the situation. He looked to the master baker and to Tilly: it was certainly neither of those terrified wretches. He surprised Tilly by grabbing her arm and twisting it painfully behind her back.

“Now, my pretty little wench,” he said, the gentleness of his voice belying his actions. “I see you are frightened by the sight of my man Crope.” Another twist of the arm. “You do well to fear him, for Crope is a dangerous man, aren’t you, Crope?” He turned to Crope, who nodded enthusiastically. “Now, answer my question. What happened here this morning?”

Tilly looked bewildered. “Nothing, sir.” Tears welled in her eyes.

“Who was in the kitchen this morning?” Another twist of the arm.

“Why, no one, sir. Just me and Master Frallit and Jack.”

“Are you sure there was no one else?”

“Well, sir, I’ve only been here a few minutes. You’d better ask Jack—he was here earlier.”

“Where is Jack now?” Baralis’ voice was as smooth and inviting as silk.

“He went to lie down. He said he wasn’t feeling well.”

Baralis let Tilly go, a notion beginning to form in his mind. “What do you mean he felt unwell? What was wrong with him?”

“Well, sir, it was quite queer really. When I came down, he was fast asleep on the floor, and he said something about the loaves being burnt, and of course they weren’t . . . and then he said he didn’t feel well.”

“Where is his room?”


“On the south side of the servants’ quarters, right at the top.”

Baralis paused a moment, his eye on the oven. “All the loaves must be destroyed.”

“But that’s half a morning’s baking—”

“Do as I say!” Baralis’ gaze challenged the master baker to defy him. Satisfied he would be obeyed, he spun round and marched out of the kitchen, Crope in his wake.

Jack had decided not to go to his room, but to get some air instead. His head felt thick and heavy, like it did when he drank too much ale.

He sat down on the grass, his legs giving way beneath him. When he looked up, he saw in the distance the unmistakable figure of Baralis. He was followed by Crope, and they were heading across the grounds in the direction of the servants’ quarters. They had come from the kitchens. There was something about the sight of Baralis’ dark cloak shifting in the breeze that filled Jack with apprehension.

Although he was some distance away, Jack saw determination in the line of Baralis’ brow and the sight of it made him shudder. Jack knew without a doubt they were looking for him.

He began to piece his thoughts together. He had done something terrible this morning; he’d transgressed some fundamental law. And now it seemed that Baralis, the one person in the castle who was rumored to have knowledge of such things, had discovered what he’d done. Baralis and Crope were looking for him, probably to punish him or worse. He’d changed the course of events, performed an aberration against nature . . . and people were stoned for such things in these parts.

Everyone knew there were forces in the world that couldn’t be explained, but no one liked to speak of them. To mention sorcery was to mention the devil. Grift had told him so a hundred times, and everyone knew the dangers of naming the devil. What did that make him, then? He didn’t feel evil. Sometimes he was slow about his work and didn’t pay the respect he should to Master Frallit—but was he evil?


Clouds drifted across the path of the sun, casting Jack in the shade. There was something about him that was evil, one thought in his mind that was as good as a sin. He harbored a terrible hatred—the man who had fathered and then abandoned him, he would like to see dead. It was the first time that Jack had admitted the strength of his feelings. For too long he had tried to fool himself into believing he didn’t care a jot about who his father was. Yet the events of this morning had somehow allowed him the freedom to admit the depth of his feelings. His mother was no saint, that was common knowledge, but she’d deserved better than to be forsaken—they both did.

Somehow it seemed that all things were connected: the loaves, his mother, his father. He tried to grasp at the common thread, but it eluded him, and then, after a moment, it was gone.

What did remain was the reality of this morning. He had a decision to make: should he stay in the castle and risk the wrath of Baralis and the condemnation of his friends, or should he leave and make a new way in the world?

Perhaps because the shade was akin to the night, Jack felt the urge to be off. If the sun had still been shining, maybe his life would have taken a different path.

With the decision made, Jack began to feel calm. Perhaps this morning was a blessing—it gave him reason to do what he’d only dreamt of before. Swiftly, not turning to look back, he made his way across the castle grounds and to the outer wall. With each step came strength of purpose, and by the time he passed the castle gates, he was sure he’d made the right choice.





 

 


Three



Lord Maybor awoke late and immediately felt a deep happiness. A man who has been saved from a certain death has reason to be happy. Maybor had yet another reason: his daughter would be queen.


Once he was king—no, he corrected himself, when his son-in-law was king—things would be very different around the court at Harvell. The Known Lands were in a state of unease—those damned knights of Valdis, with their high ideals and low tolerances, were busy making trouble. Having lost out on trade to Rorn in the south, they were trying to gain a foothold in the north. He wasn’t going to have any of that. He heard the knights were ridiculously honest, and everyone knew honesty was a dangerous habit in a trading partner. Bren was another place that bore watching: he wouldn’t be against the idea of forming a peaceful alliance with some of the other northern powers just to keep ideas of conquest out of the duke of Bren’s ambitious head. Yes, there would be much for him to do behind the throne.

Maybor dressed quickly, careful not to step on his dead servant. He felt like wearing one of his more ostentatious robes on this fine morning, so chose a beautiful silk in deep red. One never knew when one might be called upon to entertain foreign dignitaries. On most days there was usually someone interesting or influential applying for entry at the castle gates.

Maybor was beginning to feel a little guilty for having slapped his daughter the other evening. Now that he knew the future was certain, he would be kinder to her; she would eventually come round. He would buy her a gift. That was it: buy her a beautiful and hugely expensive gift. He had recently heard tell of a rare and exquisite gemstone that came from beyond the Drylands—what was it called? Isslt, that was it. It was supposed to flicker with an inner light. He had been told it was a deep, sea blue—the color of Melliandra’s eyes. Even better. He would spare no expense. She would have the biggest one he could find, big as a fist. He would make the arrangements for acquiring it this very day.

As he was admiring his portly figure in the mirror, there was a knock on his door.

“Come.” He was surprised to see his daughter’s maid Lynni enter the room. Then his spirits picked up; perhaps the young chit fancied a tumble.

“What is it, my pretty one?” The girl looked frightened. “Speak up, girl. There is no need to be shy, many women take a fancy to an older man.” Lynni turned as red as Maybor’s robe.

“Sir, it’s not that.” She hesitated, her eyes narrowing. “But you are an uncommonly handsome man, sir.”

“Yes, the mirror tells me that every day. But come along, girl. Spit out what you have come to tell me, and maybe then we can take a quick tumble if you are willing.”

“Well, sir, I’d be willing for a tumble myself, but I fear my news might wilt your swell.”

“What is it? Hasn’t Lady Melliandra got a clean dress to wear?” Maybor smiled indulgently. Such were the nature of women’s problems: a lost comb, a broken locket, a shoe so tight it pinched.

The girl looked down at the floor. “Lady Melliandra has gone.”

A cold dread stole over Maybor. “What do you mean, gone? Where has she gone?”

The girl could not meet his eye. She played nervously with her fingers. “Well, sir, I came to her room this morning, same as usual, and she was not there.”

“Could she have gone for a walk, or to see a friend?”

“She would have told me, sir.”

Maybor felt the quick flare of anger. He took the girl’s thin shoulders in his hands and shook her. “Does she have a lover?” he demanded.

“No, sir.” The girl’s voice trembled with fear.

“If you are lying to me, I will have your tongue pulled out.”

“No, sir, she is a virgin. I’m positive.”

Maybor changed his line of questioning, “Has her bed been slept in?”

“Well, sir, the covers were ruffled somewhat, but I have a feeling she had not slept there.”

“Come with me.” He grasped Lynni by the arm and marched her to Melli’s bedchamber. Baralis! If that demon had a hand in this, he would be dead before the day was finished.

By the time they arrived at his daughter’s chambers, Maybor had worked himself into a fury. There was no sign of his daughter. His eye alighted on the ivory box in which she was allowed to keep her less valuable jewels. It was empty!

“Find out if any of her clothes are missing . . . now!” he boomed loudly when the girl hesitated. As Maybor waited, he held the fragile box in his hands, shaking his head.

The girl ran from the dressing room. “One of her woollen dresses and her heavy riding cloak are missing.”

Maybor was frantic—what had become of her? A thousand dangers could befall a young girl outside the castle walls. Melliandra had no idea of the real world, no idea at all. She was a lamb to the slaughter. “Damn.” Maybor flung the box across the room, where it shattered against the wall. “She is only a child!” The rage left him as he looked upon his handiwork. Fragments of ivory lay scattered upon the floor. He spoke quietly, more to himself than the girl. “She has to be brought back. She cannot have gone far.

“You,” he said, turning to Lynni, “had better hope she is found, for I will hold you responsible if she is not. You were supposed to watch her.” Lynni was shaking from head to foot. “Do you know where she might be headed? Think hard, girl.”

“No, sir, nowhere.”

Maybor scrutinized the girl. She was too stupid to be hiding anything from him. As an afterthought he said: “Visit me in my chamber this night.” He hurried from the room, not bothering to wait for her assent.

His daughter had run away! The willful, headstrong girl, more like himself than any of his sons, his most cherished possession and his greatest asset, had fled the castle. He would need to mount a search party. He would call his sons to him and they could head the search. After all, he thought, it is in their interest to find her. He stopped in his tracks. The queen! He could not let the queen find out Melliandra had fled. She was a proud woman and liable to call off the match if she thought his daughter wasn’t willing. He would have to proceed carefully. He wouldn’t call out the guards after all; he would use only his own men.

As he dashed down through the castle, he caught sight of Baralis’ fool, Crope. Maybor bowed in mock politeness. “Be sure to give my regards to your master.” If nothing else today, he would have the comfort of knowing his were not the only plans that had gone awry.

“Here, have a little mulled holk. It will make you feel better.” Megan handed Tawl a cup of pungent, steaming liquid. As he drank the holk, he seemed to remember being given a drink in the past that promised to make him feel better. He tried to remember the name, it was on the tip of his tongue. “Lacus,” he said out loud.

Megan gave him a querying look, and then asked, “Is that where you are from?” Tawl managed a smile and a weak laugh.

“No, the lacus was a drink I was given years back by a wise old man. He said it cured most ailments.”

“It’s a pity you haven’t got any of that here.” She smiled brightly, her green eyes twinkling. Tawl saw for the first time how pretty she was.


“Why did you help me last night? It would have been easier for you to have left me to die.”

Megan shrugged. “Who can say? I’m not sure myself. Maybe it was your golden hair. You don’t see much hair that color around here.” The girl seemed a little embarrassed and Tawl let the matter drop.

The holk was easing the pain in his arms a little. With the pain letting up, he could begin to try and remember what had happened to him. “What city am I in?”

“Why, Rorn, of course. The greatest city in the east.” Tawl smiled indulgently at her pride. Rorn, he thought. What on earth am I doing in Rorn?

When Megan had brought him to her meager room last night, she had bathed and hand-fed him with the tenderest of care. She rubbed curative oils into his sore flesh and wrapped him in warm blankets.

Tawl felt bare skin under the covers and discovered he was naked beneath them. Megan caught the action and smiled cheekily. “Come now, surely you are not modest.” Tawl was in fact very modest, and he was about to say so when Megan continued, “Besides, in my line of work, you get to see that kind of thing all the time.” She looked directly at him, challenging him to say something. When he was silent, she continued, “I can see you are shocked.”

Tawl shook his head. “I’m more concerned than shocked.”

“Well, I don’t need your concern, thank you!” Megan’s pretty lips tightened and she spoke with the bite of irony. “I’d be more concerned if I’d been left for dead down a dark alleyway.” Her face softened into contrition. “I’m sorry, Tawl. I know you meant no offense.” With that she pulled on her cloak. “I’m off out for a bit to pick up some food, and you’ll need some new clothes. I threw your old ones out in the street. I’ll be back before too long. Good day.” One flick of her chestnut curls and she was gone.

Tawl sipped on his drink. The holk soothed his aching body and helped clear his head. He began to remember how he had come to be here. He was a knight of Valdis and had been sent to the wiseman Bevlin, who in turn had sent him to look for a boy. Memories flooded back. Five years spent searching for someone with no name and no face. All the cities he’d visited, all the people he’d talked to, all the years he’d spent pursuing the dream of an old man in a small cottage.

He recalled the night he was picked up. He had been drinking in a darkened tavern. Four men set upon him. They had dragged him outside and beaten him, and then, even before his blood was dry, they chained him up. He’d hated being chained at first, but once they began to torture him, he found himself longing to be strung up once more. Tawl shuddered. He had no desire to remember the torture. Through it all he’d been asked a question, one that was not within his power to answer: “Who is the boy you seek?” Countless times he’d been asked, countless times he had no answer.

He wondered how long he had been kept chained. He had no memory of the time leading up to his release. Why had they released him? He had not told them what they wanted to know; indeed, he could not. So why set him free now?

Tawl remembered a fleshy, overweight figure, a man who often lurked in the shadows while he was being tortured. The fat man had reeked of exotic fragrances and his voice was rich with privilege. He was the one who was in charge. It would have been his decision to let him go. How long had he been kept there? How much time had he lost?

There was something else to remember, something hidden deeper. He strained for the memory. It came to him with sickening clarity, bringing in its wake the familiar wave of despair. With its remembrance, Tawl felt complete. It was his burden, and he was so used to its weight that without it he felt insubstantial. It defined who he was and what he must be.

It had been a hot summer the year he’d turned thirteen. Mosquitoes rose from the marshes like smoke from a fire. The world hummed to their tune. The only time of day worth leaving the shade for was early morning. Tawl would make his way along the marsh tracks and down to the ever-shrinking fishing hole. Fixing his line in place by jamming the rod between two stones, he’d settle down for a couple of hours to give the fish chance to bite. Only today he couldn’t rest. His thoughts, which normally dwelt on dreams of combat and glory, were taken up with pictures of the sickroom.

The birth wasn’t going well. The midwife had halved the candles before lighting them, and Tawl, like everyone who came from the Great Marshes, knew what that meant. Not that he needed a ritual to tell him what his eyes could see: his mother was dying. The labor was too long. The house was too hot. Half the night he’d been awake, tossing and turning in sheets damp with sweat. His mother’s breath drew the mosquitoes. The smell of urine drew the flies.

He was ashamed to feel relief when morning finally came, for it provided an excuse to be out of the house. The midwife had to be paid whatever the birthing might bring, and fish were the only currency they had to offer. Tawl shook off his sisters; they were too young to keep up with him, and he needed to be alone. The fish were slow to bite and it was mid-afternoon before he’d caught what was needed: three for the midwife, two for his mother, one for each of his sisters and himself, and one extra in case the baby had arrived. His father could see to his own.

The midwife met him at the door. “She’s too weak to birth. Should I cut her open and at least save the child?”

Tawl beat his fist against the wall. The pain brought him back to the present. How could she do that! How could she put the decision to end his mother’s life into his hands? He, a boy just past his twelfth year. No one of any age should have such a responsibility placed upon them. Tawl’s pain crystallized into anger. Where had his father been? His useless, drunken father. With anger came release. Anger made everything bearable; it was how he coped. And, as long as he didn’t think about what had happened later—much later—coping was enough.

Megan burst into the room, her brightness was a useful distraction. “Here we are. I wasn’t too long, was I? I’ve got all sorts of goodies.” Her arms were filled with packages. “Look, I’ve got some hot eel pie, and some jellied goose livers, and even some fresh figs!” She duly unpacked these items, holding them up for Tawl to admire. Tawl smiled, approving the purchases. He was glad of her presence. It kept his demons at bay.

“I think I’ll have a few figs. I haven’t the courage for eels.” As soon as he spoke, he regretted it, for the look on Megan’s face turned from joy to disappointment. He was quick to mend his error. “Maybe I could manage a few of the jellied livers, though.”

Megan smiled brightly, “Oh, I am pleased. Tawl, I bought them specially for you. I’ll have the eel pie myself. I nearly forgot! I bought you some clothes, as well.” She unwrapped the largest of her bundles. “I’m sorry they’re not new, but they’re not bad. Look.” She held up a canary yellow tunic and a pair of striped breeches. “Oh, and I bought you a cloak, too—real goat’s wool. Here, feel it.” She held it out. Tawl admired the quality to gratify her, the twinkle in her green eyes being more than worth the effort.

After they had eaten, Megan poured them both glasses of honey-colored cider. “Ever since the war in the northwest, this nestor cider is mighty difficult to come across. The price of it has tripled these past years.” Tawl drank the golden liquid, appreciating its subtle, fruity flavor. He was beginning to feel a little light-headed.

“I think you should go out tomorrow and take a little fresh air.” Megan smiled prettily. “Besides, tomorrow is the parade, and there will be great sights to see. There will be singing and dancing and jugglers from Isro.” Tawl nodded, but he wasn’t sure if he would feel up to it.

Megan looked at him thoughtfully and then moved across the room muttering something about getting changed. She undressed in a gloomy corner and Tawl tried to do what was expected of any knight: look away. Megan’s skin glowed like summer peaches and he could not help but look.

“It’s perfectly all right for you to look. I don’t mind.” Tawl blushed deeply.

“I am sorry, my lady.” Megan’s face grew grave as she came toward him: she was naked and her body was beautiful in the soft light.


She said gently, “I am no lady, Tawl, but I thank you for your courtesy.” She knelt and kissed him on the lips.

“I don’t think I’m in any condition to pleasure a lady this day.”

“But you are in a condition to be pleasured by a lady.” She smiled sweetly, pulling the blanket from his body and moving her head lower. Desire, long lost to Tawl, came to him with its welcome blankness. To love was to forget, and coupling with a stranger by a dimming fire was enough to ease the pain for a while.

Melli was beginning to wish she had never left the castle. The first few hours had been like an exciting adventure, stealing out in the dark of night with her hood drawn over her face, evading the guards. But it had been cold outside and she had begun to suspect that she was woefully unprepared. She had spent the night sleeping against the castle’s outer wall. She had decided not to take a room at a tavern in the town, for she couldn’t risk being recognized, and besides, she had no money.

She felt utterly miserable. She was hungry and cold, and although it had not rained, she had still somehow managed to get wet. She wanted nothing better than a hot meal and some mulled holk to soothe her aching bones. Sleeping outside on the hard ground, she discovered, was a most unpleasant experience. Hunger won over caution and she headed into Harvell.

Harvell was more a large town than a city. Most of the people made a living serving the needs of the hundreds of courtiers and thousands of servants and soldiers who lived in the castle or on its grounds. The town was just half a league to the west of the castle, a pleasant place with neatly timbered buildings.

Melli had visited it many times to buy ribbons or posies. Buy! she thought, she had never been allowed to buy anything. She would say to the storekeepers, “Lord Maybor will honor this,” and they had let her take anything she wanted. Melli suddenly drew her hand to her face. That was it! Of course, why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? She could go to the market, purchase anything she might need, and leave her father with the bill! It was perfect: her father would be financing her escape. She could not help but smile. Maybor would be furious when he received the charges.

Her step grew lighter as she made a mental list of things she would buy: she would need food, there was that little bake shop that served hot pastries and rolls, and she could buy a cup of cider and maybe even a custard tart.

Melli slowed down her pace. She was not on a pleasure-outing. This was no idle trip to market. She was running away from the only life she had ever known, heading to a city that lay far beyond the battlefields of the Halcus.

She breathed in the cold air of early morning, feeling alone and afraid. A shadow crossed her path and she looked up to see a gray swan in the sky. The noble bird was heading south for the winter. It was a sign. A gray swan formed part of her family’s coat of arms. Determination hardened on her smooth brow: was she not Lord Maybor’s daughter? Bravery and Resolution was her family motto; she would be the first woman to prove the maxim true. She walked into the village deciding that she would have a custard tart after all.

An hour later, Melli was well fed and in the process of buying some travel supplies. She carefully considered the wares. “My brother Kedrac assured me that you would be able to supply me with what he needs for his hunting expedition. He specifically said to ask for . . . Melli found she could not remember the name over the door.

“Master Trout, m’lady.”

“Yes, Master Trout. What would my brother need?”

“Well, it depends on where he’s going and how long for.”

Melli struggled for a plausible lie. “He’s going west.”

“West, m’lady? There’s no hunting to the west at this time of year.”

Melli decided to change her tactics. “Look, Master Trout, I really couldn’t care less about the hunting or lack of it in the west. I am purely here as a favor to my brother. If you feel you can not supply me with what he needs, then I will go elsewhere.” She made as if to leave.

“M’lady, please don’t be so hasty. I will find you what you want. It’s probably the fishing that he’s going for. Does he have a good pole for a rod?”

“He has a rod, Master Trout. Now hurry, please!” She watched as he loaded a sack with all sorts of strange-looking dry food. He then went in the back and came out with an empty water flask and some miscellaneous cooking pots.

“Blankets?”

“Yes, and a good warm cloak.” Melli had found the one she was wearing to be most inadequate.

“If I know Lord Kedrac, he’ll be wanting some snatch. I’ll throw a tin in should I?”

“If you please.” She was beginning to get very impatient. This whole operation was taking longer than she had hoped. Finally the shopkeeper handed her the sack.

“It’s a mite heavy for you, miss. Shall I have my boy carry it back to the castle?”

“That will not be necessary, Master Trout. I have my own boy outside. Lord Maybor will honor the bill.”

“Of course, m’lady. I wish you joy of the day.”

Melliandra carried the heavy sack outside and quickly donned the heavy cloak. She decided on impulse not to throw away her old cloak—it was not too heavy and the nights would be cold. She turned toward the inn. She dared not stretch her father’s credit as far as a horse, so she would have to purchase one with her jewels.

She had waited outside the inn for several minutes when a boy approached leading a rather tired, old-looking horse. It was not what she was used to, but she was in a hurry.

“Boy! How much for the horse?”

The boy looked up slyly. “This horse is powerful fast and strong, miss.”

“I didn’t ask you that, boy. I said how much.” Melli looked around nervously; the sun was growing higher and the morning was almost over.

“I couldn’t take less than two gold pieces for it.” Melli knew it was an outrageous price for such an old horse. She turned away from the boy and fished in her purse for her gold bracelet.

“Here, take this.” She watched as his face grew ugly with greed.


“That will do right nice. Right nice indeed.” He handed her the reins of the horse and watched cunningly as she led it away.

Melliandra stroked the horse’s muzzle. “I never asked your name, did I, boy?” she said. “I’m going to need a saddle for you, too.” For a brief moment she hugged the horse, placing her arms around its back and belly, resting her head on its flank. “What will become of you and me?” she whispered softly.

Baralis ignored Crope as he entered his chambers, but was forced to turn around when Crope loudly cleared his throat. “What is it, you great oaf? Is the boy found?”

“No, sir, but I know he’s not in the castle.”

“How do you know this?” demanded Baralis.

“One of the guards saw him leave early this morning—said he was heading for the woods.”

“Ah, the woods.” Baralis mused over this fact for a few minutes. “Go now, Crope, and tell the guards to search the woods. I must think a while on what to do.”

Crope hovered uneasily, not making any move to leave. “There’s one other thing, my lord,” he said sheepishly.

Baralis looked up, annoyed. “Be gone, you imbecile.”

“Very well, but I thought you might like to know Lord Maybor sent you his regards.”

Baralis stood up. “He what!”

“He sent his regards. It was probably for the gift of wine you sent him last evening.”

“You mean to tell me that you have seen Lord Maybor up and about in the castle this day?”

“Yes, sir, just a few hours back. He smiled most pleasantly.”

“Leave me alone.” Baralis’ voice was coldly menacing and his servant wasted no time in doing what his master commanded.

Baralis was in a fury. He paced the length of his chamber, absently rubbing his pained hands. How could this have happened? How could Maybor have avoided the poison? He knew for a fact that the drunken lord took a glass of wine every night to help him sleep. He must have discovered the poison, yet the drug had been odorless and tasteless. Maybor had the luck of the devil!

Baralis calmed himself. He needed to think clearly; he now had several problems to solve. He could not allow the betrothal to go through. If he could not prevent it by murdering Maybor, he would have to set his sights upon the daughter—the sweet and lovely Melliandra. The girl would have to be disposed of. Maybe he would do it with own hand. He shivered with anticipation; it would indeed be a pleasure to steal the life from one so fair. He might even have a little fun with her first. Women, he found, were always more appealing with terror in their eyes.

Then there was the problem of the baker’s boy. So Jack had headed into the woods, undoubtedly seeking cover amidst the dense trees. Well, the boy was a fool to think he could hide from him. There were methods by which a man could gain access to the deepness of the wood. Baralis lifted the tapestry and entered his study.

He handled the bird gently, trying not to damage any of its feathers. He had calmed it, and although it was restless in his hands, it made no move to escape. He stroked its small head and it cooed lightly. Baralis was about to change the nature of the bird.

He was determined to find Jack. The search would probably locate him, but it never hurt to make contingencies. He didn’t place great trust in the castle guards—it would take them many days to scan the thick woodland that surrounded much of the castle, and even then the feckless fools might miss him. He had other matters to attend to and so would send something to do his work for him.

A dove. What better creature than a bird to sight someone in the depths of the forest?

To this end he would change the nature of the bird, superimposing his wishes over the natural inclinations of the dove. Baralis had done such drawings many times before in birds, in cats, in mice. It was a delicate operation requiring twinned animals. Creatures born from the same egg. Baralis, like other masters, had ways of cultivating such creatures and usually had an assortment of them at hand, identical to each other in every way.

He soothed the first bird into an uneasy sleep, then poured some fresh water into a bowl. Next, he made a careful incision into the second dove, straight down the center of its breast. The bird’s blood ran into the bowl. Baralis took the still beating heart between his fingers and made an invocation as the life drained away from the bird. He raised the heart to his lips and swallowed it. The bond. He then took the first dove and immersed it in the bloody water, its gray-white feathers becoming pink with blood. Baralis then dried the bird with a soft cloth and commanded it to awaken. The bird’s eyes opened and it was eager to be on its way.

He carried the bird out of his study and let it out of the window. It flew away quickly: it had no will of its own—it was Baralis’ creature now.

He was pleased the messy business was over. He had no taste for warm dove hearts, but, he thought grimly, at least they were small.

It now was time to see what mischief Maybor was cooking up. He was bound to have some unpleasant revenge planned for the attempt on his life. Let him try, Baralis thought as he made his way down to the second cellar, he will not catch me unawares.

Before long Baralis was on the dark side of Maybor’s chambers, listening with great interest to the conversation between father and son:

“She has been in the village this very morning, Father.”

“Who saw her?” Maybor’s voice was low and strained.

“Quite a few people, Father. She even bought some supplies.”

“What supplies? She has no money to buy supplies.”

“She never paid for them. The shopkeeper gave me the bill. She said you would honor the payment.”

“Oh, she is a sly one. What did she buy?”

“Apparently she bought supplies for a fishing expedition.”

“Fishing!” Baralis could hear the amazement in Maybor’s voice.

“Yes, and she was seen heading east with a horse.”


“Damn it! She must be found, Kedrac. Put your best men on it and swear them to secrecy. I want no one to know of this—especially the queen. Tell anyone who asks that Melliandra is abed with a fever.”

Baralis’ lips curved into a delicious smile. So his dove was not the only bird to have flown the coop. Melliandra had done his work for him. As long as she remained unfound, the betrothal could not take place. Furthermore, he thought with delight, if the queen were to be told of the disgraceful behavior of Maybor’s daughter, she might well decide to call the match off altogether. He was almost glad Maybor was still alive. He would enjoy witnessing the unraveling of the great lord’s plans.

Jack’s confidence was dwindling fast. He was cold, he was wet, and he was lost. What was he but a baker’s boy? He wasn’t cut out for adventuring. Heroes never forgot to bring warm clothes with them, or if they did, they killed then skinned some wild beast and made a cloak from its hide. He didn’t even have his knife.

Judging by the gray of the sky, it was mid-afternoon. Normally at this time he’d be mixing the dough for the fancies. The fancies were the special pastries that he and Frallit made for the noblewomen of the castle. The pastries were heavy with honey and syrup, rich with butter and brandy, or aromatic with fruit and spices. The mix depended upon two things: what ingredients were in season or store, and what the current fashions were in the south. What Rorn did one day, the kingdoms did the next.

Jack enjoyed making the fancies. Unlike the daily bread, there was never any rush to get them to oven, so he could spend time kneading and dreaming. And, if the ingredients weren’t measured too carefully and the sweet breads didn’t bake to plan, he could remove the threat of a beating by telling Frallit it was a new mix he was trying out. The master baker had received much acclaim by taking the credit for Jack’s recipes.

At this time, two hours before dark, the kitchens would be warm and busy, there’d be ale losing its chill by the fire, and broth warming on the top of the stove. There’d be the yeast to wash and spread, and then he’d be done for the day. If he were lucky, Findra the table maid might have smiled his way and invited him to sit beside her later at supper.

It was all gone now. Everything he’d ever had. All the people he’d ever known. And for what? One moment’s madness and eight score of loaves.

For the first time in his life he was truly alone. What had happened this morning had set him apart. If he traveled to another town and became a baker there, the same thing might happen. Only next time there might be people around and his condemnation complete. Yet what alternative did he have? He was a baker with a baker’s skills. He would travel a while and settle where he could. Jack stepped up his pace and tried to find his way out of the woods.

Harvell Woods began sparsely at first, a mere sprinkling of bush and tree. The woods had a way of sneaking up on one, though, and before he knew it he was in the heart of the wood. Tree and bush crowded thick and close, and even with the dwindling foliage of winter, little light passed through their branches. With every step he took, he seemed to make an alarming amount of noise: twigs and bracken crackled harshly underfoot, breaking the guarded silence of the wood.

The smells of early winter assailed his senses: the ripe but cooling earth, the fragrant rot of leaf, the dampening bark and the suggestion of rain upon the breeze.

Jack was a little unnerved: the heady scents together with the denseness of the trees combined to make him confused. He was sure he’d only walked a league or so and couldn’t remember the wood being so thick when he had collected berries in the past.

His leather sandals were soaked with dew and his clothes were too thin for warmth. He was afraid. The memory of the loaves haunted him. He recalled the sick feeling in his stomach, the feeling his skull would surely burst. It was sorcery, and every child knew sorcery was an evil used by heathens of old. Even Borc himself had condemned it. Jack sighed deeply. He didn’t want to be stoned as a heretic or marked as an outcast.

The air of the forest stirred within his lungs, slipping softly into his blood. He became calm, and out of calmness came determination.

He was already an outcast. At Castle Harvell he was known to be fatherless, his mother branded a whore. People were usually kind to him, but when his back was turned, or when he did something wrong, the whisperings would begin again. As long as he stayed, he would never be anything but a bastard. To leave Castle Harvell would be to leave his shame behind. There was hope. He could bake in another town and never have to bite his tongue or stay his hand at the sound of people whispering. He could begin a new life, where no one knew he had neither family nor history of his own. Finding his mother’s origins was an impossible dream; he had nothing to go on. It was better to make a fresh start and put childish fantasies behind him.

With renewed optimism, Jack made his way through the trees. The wood presented a subtle path and he was content to go where it led.

After a while he heard the sound of someone crying out. “Help! Help!” came a woman’s voice. Without hesitation, Jack headed toward the noise. He found himself on a cleared road. Ahead, he saw a woman being attacked by a young boy with a knife. He wasted no time in rushing to her aid. The boy was fast and sped off into the woods. Jack dashed after the lad, but he was already out of sight. He turned back to the woman and realized she was only a girl.

“Are you hurt, lady?” he asked gently, coming toward her.

“Please, leave me be. It is only a nick.” Jack saw that she was referring to a cut on her wrist.

“Please, lady, let me help you. It looks more than a nick to me.”

The girl regarded him coolly. “It is not the wound I am concerned with. My purse has been robbed.”

Jack desperately searched for something intelligent to say. “Lady, you should return to town and inform the royal guard. They will catch the lad.” The girl paid his words scant attention.

“At least he never stole his horse back, and I still have my supplies.” As she spoke, she dragged forward a large woven sack.

“Lady, you should return to Harvell at once and get the cut seen to.”

The girl considered for a moment and then said, “I will never return to Harvell again.” Her voice was strong and clear, and despite the coarseness of her cloak he could tell she was a noblewoman.

“Where are you headed?”

“You ask too many questions. It is no concern of yours. I must be on my way.” With that she loaded the sack on the horse’s back and faced east. Jack did not want to see her walk off.

“I am heading east, too,” he said, thinking quickly and deciding that he would indeed head east.

“That is nothing to me. I will walk alone.” The coldness of her voice made him wince, but he was not about to be put off that easily.

“Next time they may steal your horse.”

The girl hesitated, her deep, blue eyes flickering over her horse and its burden. “Very well, you may accompany me a little way, until we are free of town and castle.”

They walked in silence for a while, the girl sucking on her wrist to stop the bleeding. Then she surprised Jack by saying, “I think it would be better if we left the road.” He’d been thinking just the same thing and wondered what her reason was for suggesting it. Her tone did not invite questions.

He led her into the woods and tried to strike a path parallel to but some distance from the road. As they walked, the lowering sun shone through the trees and illuminated the face of the girl. Jack had never seen such perfect milky skin or such large dark eyes. The image of Findra the table maid, who had long stood for female loveliness to Jack, now seemed less enchanting. Here at his side walked someone more exquisite, more regal, and therefore more unattainable than any woman he had ever met.

Jack was thrown into a turmoil of self-awareness. Never had his legs seemed so long and so beyond his control. Every step he took seemed fraught with the potential for embarrassment. What if he misstepped and tripped on a twig? What if his foot became stuck in a rabbit hole? His hair had lost all semblance of order and fell over his eyes every fourth step—he knew, he’d counted them. And to top it all off, he’d been robbed of the ability to speak. Not only were his lips refusing to move, but his mind had stopped playing its part in the whole process, as well, and kept coming up with ridiculous subjects to talk about. As if this girl with the perfect profile and cheeks as pale as just-kneaded dough would want to hear about Master Frallit’s gout!

He stole a sideways glance—there was something about the expression on her face that struck a chord within him. Gradually he began to comprehend what he saw there: it was a reflection of his own emotions. She was scared and trying to hide it. He decided to risk speaking—if he made a fool of himself, so be it. “What’s your name?” he asked softly.

“What is yours?” she replied quick as a flash. Jack could not help but smile.

“I am called Jack.” The girl seemed reluctant to name herself, so impulsively he asked the name of her horse.

“He has no name. Or rather he has a name, but I don’t know it.” That she did not know the name of her own horse struck Jack as funny, and for the first time that day he laughed. It felt good to do so and his spirit was lightened. “I just bought it today,” the girl explained, mollified by his laughter. “If you think it’s so funny, come up with a name for him yourself.”

Jack was pleased to be asked to do this and thought for a while. “How about Silver, after the flower. I just saw one earlier.” It was the girl’s turn to laugh now.

“He can’t be called Silver—he’s brown.” Her voice was lightly mocking and Jack felt foolish: Silver! Where was his brain? He quickly searched his mind for something clever to say in response. When nothing came to him, he settled for attempting to endow his silence with a knowing air.

They walked for a while more before the girl spoke up. “My name is Melli. I will tell you that, but I beg you, ask me no more questions.” Jack nodded slowly. He knew she was a lady, and so that was not her full name. Ladies had long and beautiful names. He was pleased she had told him part of it, though, and for a time, the pleasure of sharing names with the girl by his side was enough to keep the morning in the past.

The sun gradually descended below the treeline and the sky turned to dusk. The woods, which already knew the stillness of winter, embraced the greater quiet of the night. Jack and Melli both agreed they were hungry. The day was drawing to a close and so they decided to make camp for the night. They had stumbled upon a deer path which headed southeast, and they were now several leagues south of Harvell’s east road.

Melli unceremoniously dumped the contents of the sack on the ground. There was a large amount of a very unappetizing dried meat and several packages containing drybreads. There were two tins, one of which was sealed closed with wax. Melli opened them: the first contained snatch, and the second, to her horror, contained live maggots.

“Ugh.” She threw the tin away, which proved a disastrous action, as the maggots spilled out all over the ground and onto the precious supplies. Jack quickly gathered the food, pots, and blankets, shaking them free of maggots. He then moved a few yards away, leaned against a tree and proceeded to chew on a length of pork.

“How can you eat that after maggots have been on it?” Melli grimaced, annoyed at his casual manner.

“Easy,” he replied, “there’s nothing else to eat.” This answer did not please Melli one bit. She was furious. What on earth had Master Trout been doing, giving her maggots?

“Were you planning to go fishing?” asked Jack. “You don’t look like much of a fisherman.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Why, the bait of course. Come to think of it, you don’t look like the type who would chew snatch, either.” Melli knew Jack was angling for information, but she had no wish to confide in him. Still, she was glad that she was not alone; the incident with the boy had badly scared her.

For the first time she looked properly at her companion. He was tall, if a little thin, with brown hair that kept falling over his face. His hands were large and calloused—powerful hands, used to hard work. Yes, there was something attractive about him. He was certainly brave; he’d run to her aid with no thought for himself. Bands of robbers were notorious on the east road and most people walked away at the first sign of trouble. For all he knew, there were more men lurking in the bushes. It wouldn’t have been the first time a child was used as bait in a trap.

She noticed that he was dressed very inadequately for the cold weather; he didn’t even have a cloak. She decided on impulse to give him her lambswool riding cloak; she would keep the one she was wearing because it was a lot warmer.

“Here, take this.” She offered him the gray cloak. He took it gratefully and she immediately felt a little guilty for keeping the warmer one for herself.

Melli forced herself to eat a little drybread, which unfortunately only served to make her thirsty. The water flask was, of course, empty. Jack offered to go off and find a stream, but she didn’t like the thought of being alone. So they went off in search of water together, Melli guiding the horse.

Neither spoke as they walked through the trees, and Melli was glad of the silence. Her father would be searching for her by now, she almost felt sorry for him. It would shame him to admit to the queen that his daughter had run away. She loved her father. There was softness behind his bullish facade, and he’d always been indulgent with her, but now she had to consider herself first. No, she didn’t regret running away. With her newfound ally at her side she wasn’t even afraid.

She caught Jack’s eye and he smiled gently. There was strength in his face—and kindness. She had to fight off the urge to touch him, to casually brush her hand against his. She told herself it was folly, brought on by the tensions of the day. What was he but a common laborer—and a smug one at that. He’d purposely made her feel foolish about the maggots. Indignation, combined with the fear that she might actually reach out and touch him, made Melli strike out ahead on her own.


She walked through the woods enjoying the night. The air was cold and soon to frost; the trees formed elegant silhouettes against the night, their branches reaching toward the heavens in patient anticipation of the spring. A flash of white caught her eye. High in the trees a bird settled to a branch. She stopped in her tracks, suddenly wanting Jack to draw level with her. When he came to her side, she pointed above and said, “I didn’t think doves flew at night.”

My, my, thought Baralis, this is an interesting turn of events. My clever dove has located not one but two fugitives from the castle. He was seeing through the eye of the bird—an unsettling view of form and movement. He watched as the two companions made their way to a shallow stream. It was almost dark and the moon glimmered softly upon the slow-moving water.

He had seen all he needed. The pair would go no further tonight. He would have them captured tomorrow. There was no need for haste, as his creature would track their movements. He let the dove sleep, and as he withdrew his perceptions from the bird he was aware that it was cold and had not eaten.


 

 


Four



Lord Maybor was in bed with his daughter’s maid, Lynni. The enjoyments of the flesh had failed to lessen his distress. His carefully laid plans would be foiled if he could not find his daughter.


From an early age, Maybor’s only goal was to accumulate land and power. He had been born the second son to a minor lord. His father had not subscribed to the view that the land should be shared equally between sons and had died leaving all his holdings to Maybor’s older brother, Reskor.

Maybor had bided time, hiding his resentment beneath a veneer of fraternal duty, until one day an opportunity presented itself to him. There had been a deep spring snow and the two brothers were out helping locate lambs in the field. They were in a section of land that Maybor knew well and Reskor did not. Maybor suggested to his brother that there might be sheep still trapped in the distance beyond a low rise. Reskor galloped off. Not long after, the still air was filled with the horrifying sound of cracking ice. Maybor heard his brother’s cries for help, heard the terrified squeal of his horse. He took no heed, riding off to the manor house, never once looking back.

After the spring thaw, Reskor’s body and the body of his horse were found floating on a small lake. Snow had concealed its frozen surface, and it was concluded that Reskor had accidentally ridden to a cold oblivion. Maybor inherited his brother’s land, but he soon coveted more.

His eyes looked to the east, where the crops were bountiful and the climate more temperate. He married the only child of a great eastern lord. There was no doubting his motives, for the girl was not sound of mind and had been born with only a stump for a right hand. It had been easy to convince her father that the troubled girl had one day taken it upon herself to jump from a high battlement. Both Maybor and the girl’s father were glad to see her dead. Maybor’s position as heir to the father’s estates was solid, for the brief union had produced a son. Five years passed and his father-in-law died, and Maybor gained possession of the vast stretches of fertile land that lay west of the River Nestor.

Within a month of his father-in-law’s death Maybor married again. Never one to let his heart choose his mate, he married a girl of little beauty and taste, but whose father owned land adjacent to his own. His new wife had a brother who was due to inherit her father’s land. He was a sickly boy of eight summers. He soon caught a terrible chill while out riding with Maybor and died shortly afterward.

And so Maybor became the greatest landholder in the east. His second wife eventually died a natural death, having provided him with two more sons and a daughter. She had lived a miserable life, unloved and ignored by her husband.

Maybor then began an aggressive policy of buying up neighboring land: if the landowners would not sell, Maybor would force them. He would hire men to burn their crops and barns, set loose their animals, and build dams to stop their water. Eventually most landowners succumbed to the pressure, and Maybor picked up the land surrounding his for a very reasonable price.

He soon found that acquiring land was not enough. He wanted power and prestige. He yearned to be a man of importance, to have the ear of the highest in the land, and he succeeded—he bought and ambitioned his way into the king’s favor. Now he aspired to his greatest accomplishment: father to a queen. He had to locate Melliandra; she held the throne room’s only key.

He found he had no further appetite for the girl in his bed and he commanded her to leave. She was a spirited wench, abundant in thigh and hip, and normally he would have enjoyed her once more, but his daughter’s flight lay heavy upon his mind and worry blunted the edge of his desire.

He thought long on where his daughter might be headed, and he eventually recalled his second wife having relatives in Annis. He hoped with all his being that she was not headed there, for the way to Annis led through the battlefields and lands of the Halcus. The enemy would love to get their hands on his daughter: they would rape and then tear her limb from limb. Maybor couldn’t bear thinking about it, and with shaking hands he poured himself a glass of red wine. Just before the liquid met his tongue, he did something he had not done for over thirty years: he sent a silent prayer to Borc, begging him to keep his daughter safe.

Tavalisk was enjoying his breakfast. He was eating lamb’s kidneys, savoring their delicate flavor of blood and urine.

Today was to be an important day for the city of Rorn. The whole city had been given a holiday and all the people would be crowding the streets to watch the procession. It was on this day, nearly two thousand years ago, that the great hero Kesmont had founded the city. Legend told that Kesmont was being pursued by his enemies and had managed to evade them only by the swiftness of his mount. The unfortunate horse was ridden so fast and hard that it was said to have dropped dead under the great man. The hero was immediately filled with intense remorse and dug a deep grave for his beloved mare. With tears in his eyes, he vowed he would build a great city on the site of his mount’s final resting place. That city he named Rorn after his horse.

Tavalisk had studied the life of Kesmont and thought him to be a rather foolish and sentimental man. He had been rumored to have founded another city, this one named after his mother. Lamentably, that city had been situated perilously close to the Great Marshes and eventually had succumbed to the inevitable pull of the slow mud, never to be heard of again. Yes, thought Tavalisk, Kesmont may have been a master with the sword, but he’d been sadly lacking in common sense.

Tavalisk expertly skewered another kidney and placed it between his full, wet lips. There was much to do today. Not only had he to dress for and take part in the procession, but he also had other matters to attend to. Last night he had received a very interesting piece of information.

Gamil, his aide, had placed a letter in his hands—a very interesting letter, indeed. Gamil informed him that the letter had been intercepted by his spies in Bren. The letter was from the upstart Baralis and was addressed to the duke of Bren. It spoke of a marriage between Catherine of Bren, the duke’s daughter, and Prince Kylock. So: Baralis was seeking to ally the Four Kingdoms with Bren. This situation would definitely warrant careful monitoring. There was nothing Tavalisk disliked more than people making plans without his knowledge or consent.

He pulled the satin cord which hung conveniently close to hand, and a few moments later his aide appeared.

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

Tavalisk made a point of making his aide wait while he finished his last morsel of kidney. “Gamil, I think we should keep an eye to what our cunning friend Lord Baralis is up to.” After the velvety dryness of the kidneys, Tavalisk needed something to cleanse his palate. He poured honey into a bowl and proceeded to dip morsels of bread into the amber liquid. “Tell our spy in Castle Harvell to step up his vigilance.”

“It will be done.”

“If I’m not mistaken, Baralis should soon receive the note I sent him, regarding the return of my books. They were due back several months ago.” Tavalisk drank deeply from his golden cup. “The letter’s delivery will act as a timely reminder of my presence.” Tavalisk smiled sweetly as he recalled selecting the books which had been sent. He had been careful to ensure that nothing of great significance had reached Baralis’ greedy eye. It had been a small price to pay for the pleasure of stirring up trouble between the Four Kingdoms and Halcus. The fact that the war had gone on longer than he anticipated was an added bonus: interest was accruing most deliciously from war loans to the Halcus. In the spirit of neutrality, the archbishop had of course offered a similar loan to the Four Kingdoms. His offer had been declined: the kingdoms were too rich for their own good. Whenever they needed money, all they had to do was cut down another of their damned forests. Timber was a valuable commodity in the southeast, and the kingdoms had the greatest resource in the Known Lands. Annis, Helch, and Highwall had their share of timber, but it was mostly fir and pine. What carpenter would choose pine when he could have walnut, oak, and ash?

Tavalisk licked the honey from his finger; it was so much nicer than a spoon. “What has become of our knight?”

“He was picked up by a prostitute, Your Eminence.”

This statement struck Tavalisk as amusing, and he laughed showing his small, white teeth. “Well, well. I thought it was the prostitute who was supposed to be picked up.” He looked to his aide to appreciate his joke, but Gamil did not share it.

“What should we do next, Your Eminence?”

“Why, nothing of course. It is well that he has been picked up; it would have been unfortunate for one so young to die.” Tavalisk poured himself a generous cup of wine. “Do nothing, Gamil . . . save watch him like a hawk.” Tavalisk waved his arm in dismissal. “You may go now. I must dress for today’s festivities. The people will be disappointed if I do not look my best.”

“Very well, Your Eminence.”

Tavalisk watched as Gamil walked across the room. The aide was about to open the door when he spoke. “Oh, by the way, Gamil, there’s no need for you to bother dressing up. After last year’s unfortunate incident with the horse dung, I feel it’s best if you keep out of the public eye altogether.” The archbishop smiled benignly and pretended not to notice the look of hatred on his aide’s face as he left the room.

“You mean to tell me, Bodger, you ain’t ever heard of the Glinff?” Grift had a roguish twinkle in his eye.


Bodger leaned forward and lowered his voice. “No, Grift, I can’t say as I have.”

“Oh, the Glinff are a mighty strange people, Bodger. They live deep in the forest and would rollick you as soon as look at you.”

“You mean the women?”

“Aye, and the men, too. They’re a powerful passionate race are the Glinff.”

“I’ll be a-walkin in the woods soon then, Grift.”

“You wouldn’t want to do that, Bodger. The Glinff might well give you a good rollickin’, but when you’re off your guard, it’s whoosh, off with your plums.”

“Off with my plums!”

“Aye, they eat ’em for breakfast. What do you think makes ’em so randy?” Bodger gave Grift a dubious look—he could never tell when Grift was pulling his leg. The two men downed more ale.

“Something mighty strange happened in the kitchens yesterday, Bodger.”

“What makes you say that, Grift?”

“Lord Baralis himself came charging down. In a right state he was, ordered Frallit to destroy half a morning’s baking.”

“That does seem a bit odd, Grift.”

“It’s more than odd, Bodger. It’s sorcery, if you ask me.”

“Sorcery?”

“Aye, Bodger, the worst evil in the Known Lands.”

“I thought there was no such thing, Grift.”

“More fool you, then, Bodger. It’s real all right, as real as Lady Helliarna’s thighs are wide. It was rife in Borc’s time. He put an end to most of it, though, slaughtered all he could find who used it.”

“All of them, Grift?”

“No, more’s the pity. His blade was sharp, but his wits grew soft.”

“That’s blasphemy, Grift.”

“Call it what you will, Bodger. Borc failed us, and Lord Baralis running round the kitchens ordering the destruction of perfectly fine loaves serves to show us how badly.”


“Maybe the loaves weren’t to his taste, Grift.”

“No one decent has a taste for sorcery, Bodger.”

The nagging pain in his back finally awoke Jack. He shifted his position and realized that he had been sleeping most of the night on top of a collection of small rocks. He rubbed his bruises as he remembered the previous night.

He and Melli had eventually managed to find a small stream and had filled the flask with its clear, cold water. They had decided that they would walk no further that night and so they made a meager camp. Melli had agreed with Jack that they should not light a fire, for fear of attracting attention—neither person daring to say who they sought to avoid.

The night had been moonlit and cold, and they bedded down under the stars, Melli ostentatiously keeping a noticeable distance between Jack and herself. They had not thought to set guard against intruders or wild animals. The two companions merely bundled themselves up in the coarse blankets and fell asleep on the hard ground.

Weak, morning light filtered through the trees, and Jack felt the need to be up and stretch his legs. He also felt a more basic need and scanned around for a suitably dense bush behind which he could relieve himself.

Quietly, to avoid waking the sleeping form of Melli, Jack stole away from the campsite. He decided he would gather some wood and bracken for a fire; he would surprise Melli by making a warm porridge with the drybread and stream water.

He was some distance from the campsite when he first heard the distant thunder of hooves. Jack’s heart began to beat quickly—he knew they came for him. He poised, motionless for the barest instant, deciding whether to return to the campsite and Melli, or whether to capitalize on what little head start he had and run alone into the heart of the wood.

Jack turned back toward the campsite and ran swiftly calling Melli’s name.

Melli was awakened by a distant rumbling. She opened her eyes and saw that Jack had gone. She glanced over to her horse and her sack of supplies. At least he had not robbed her. She became aware that the nagging sound was getting louder; it was familiar to her. It was the sound of horses. She knew they were for her. They were drawing closer and she had little time. With lightning speed, she gathered the blankets in her sack and tied it to the back of the mount. She untethered her horse and jumped on its back.

She had never before ridden a horse without a saddle and she had no time for lessons. She gripped its flank with her thighs and took up the reins, urging the creature into a brisk canter. The riders were approaching from the north so she would head south, into the depths of the forest.

As her horse broke into a run, she fancied she heard her name called, but the sound was lost under the noise of leaf and hoof, and she paid it no heed.

The men were gaining on her. She risked a glance backward and could see their shadowy forms looming close. Her old horse would go no faster, and so she decided to head for the thickening trees, where it would prove harder to maneuver a group of horses.

Her horse moved with surprising agility if not speed in the dense trees, as if it were well used to the wood. She listened to the approach of the riders as they crashed through the undergrowth, calling harsh cries to one another: there sounded to be many. She had no time for fear, only action, and she instinctively moved deeper into the heart of the wood.

Her plan appeared to be working, for the approach of the riders was slowed as they were forced to ride through ever thicker trees and bushes. Melli urged her reluctant horse onward, but the wood became so dense she was forced to slow down to a trot: the branches of trees were low and plentiful and could easily knock her from her horse.

Melli heard the riders bearing down upon her and she began to realize there was little hope for her escape. She glanced back: the head rider was visible behind her. She was surprised to see the man was not wearing her father’s colors of red and silver. There was no time to ponder what it meant, though, as her horse had carried her to the banks of a fast-flowing stream.

“Come, boy,” she urged. “It looks not too deep.” The reluctant horse whinnied nervously. Melli leaned forward and stroked the beast’s ears, fear rising in her breast. The men were upon her. If only her horse would move forward!

Baralis had neither the time nor the inclination to watch his men bring in the boy and girl. They were not blithering fools like the royal guard. They would do what he had paid them for. Baralis was well pleased with engaging the service of the mercenaries. A discreet trip into Harvell and eight golds apiece was all it had taken to purchase their expertise. It had been a most reassuring experience. One always knew where one stood with a mercenary: greed was so much simpler to deal with than loyalty.

For now, however, he had something much more important on his mind. He was about to have an audience with the queen.

He dressed with great care, donning his most splendid robe, jet black and edged with the finest fur. Baralis himself had little interest in finery, but such display was necessary when dealing with Arinalda—she was a woman who set great store by appearances.

Baralis absently smoothed the soft, black fur with his twisted hands as he contemplated his meeting. He knew he would have to proceed very carefully. He was well aware the queen had no liking for him. He did have an interesting gift for her, though, one she would be most anxious to receive.

He stepped into his study and took out a small glass vial. The fluid within rolled thickly like oil, catching the light in its unctuous core. Baralis turned the vial in his hands, a trace of a smile upon his pale lips. The contents of this bottle would greatly increase Her Highness’ willingness to listen to what he would propose.

He made his way down to the queen’s chamber. Once he arrived at the beautifully carved door, he knocked loudly. He was not a man to meekly tap. He waited for several seconds and was about to knock again when the queen’s voice rang out coldly: “Enter.”

Baralis stepped into the great room. The walls were hung with exquisite silken tapestries; chairs and benches were upholstered in the richest of fabrics, worked with gold and silver thread. The queen issued an unspoken insult by not turning to greet him as he entered. He was forced to address the back of her head: “I wish Your Highness great joy of the day.”

She whirled around quickly. “I have no wish to exchange pleasantries with you, Lord Baralis. Say quickly what you will and then leave.”

Baralis remained unruffled by the queen’s venom. “I have a gift for Your Highness.”

“I want no gift from you, Baralis, save your quick withdrawal.” She was beautiful in her aloofness, her back straight and noble, her profile cool as marble.

“The gift is more for your husband, the king, than for yourself.” Baralis watched with amusement as a flicker of interest crossed the queen’s brow. She worked quickly to conceal it.

“What could you have that would be of interest to the king? You tire me, Lord Baralis. Please withdraw from my presence.” The queen was indeed a fine actress. Baralis found himself admiring her.

“Your Highness, this gift of which we speak will do more than interest the king. It may very well help him.”

“How will it help him, Lord Baralis?” The queen’s voice was scathing. “The king is not so ill that he would need your help.”

“Oh, Your Highness.” Baralis shook his head with mock sympathy. “We both know the king is seriously ill and is only getting worse. These past five years since the unfortunate hunting incident, he has deteriorated visibly. All the court is deeply saddened by his decline.”

“How dare you speak so of the king!” The queen drew close, and for a brief instant he thought she would strike him. Her blue eyes met his: he could smell her, the subtle fragrance stirring up memories in his breast. Unsettled by his nearness, she took a single step back. “I cannot bear your presence an instant longer. Be gone now!” She spoke the last words in a fury and Baralis obligingly withdrew.

As he walked the distance back to his chamber, there was a suggestion of a smile upon his thin lips. Things had gone very well. The queen had, of course, been most proud and indignant—he had expected no less. She had failed to hide her interest, though, and the bait had been taken. All that remained for him to do now was to wait for her inevitable summons. Proud she might well be, but she would regret her hasty words and would soon seek him out, demanding to know the nature of the gift.

It seemed that every person who lived in the huge city of Rorn was out on the streets. People were drinking and dancing and gathering in groups to exchange pleasantries and gossip. Buildings had been hung with brightly colored banners, and flowers were strewn amongst the filth on the streets.

Vendors cried their wares, proclaiming fresh apples or hot pies or cool ale. Children ran unchecked through the crowds, and old women found the shade. Young girls wore dresses cut so low that their breasts seemed ready to spill out. Indeed, some voluptuous curves did—to the great delight of the men, who watched lecherously as the unfortunate girls tucked their bounty back beneath their bodices.

It was the greatest day of the year for the city. The annual festival attracted scores of people from many leagues away. There would be a huge parade, exotic performers, great singers, and amazing fireworks displays. The city would feast and frolic for three days. These three days were the single biggest event of the pickpockets’ year.

Thousands of people on the streets, money in their pockets, their minds dulled by drink. Why, the pickings were so rich and easy that the pickpockets almost bemoaned the loss of their art. It wasn’t a skill to take a purse from a man who was pickled in ale—it was child’s play. Still, there were proceedings to be followed even on these three idyllic days of plenty. It wouldn’t do for a ’pocket to encroach upon another’s turf. Not if he valued his life. For Rorn, like all other cities, was controlled by an established system of extortion and corruption.

’Pockets, cutthroats, thieves, prostitutes, con men, they all lived in fear of the men who ran the city. These men collected their dues, and they in turn answered to one man. The man who ran the crime in Rorn was without face or name. He was known simply as “the Old Man.” Tales of the Old Man’s power and influence abounded in the city. It was said that not a thing happened on the streets or in the taverns that he did not know about. If a whore was overcharging, he knew it; if a trader loaded his scales, he knew by how much; if a thief robbed a house, he knew the value of what was taken down to the last tin spoon. Rorn was said to be riddled with his spies and informants, and it was rumored that he had friends in the highest of places.

For today, at least, people forgot about the darker side of life in the city. The festival had begun and the people of Rorn were determined to celebrate.

Tawl was jostled and pushed by the heaving crowds. He had not liked the idea of coming out today, but Megan had been insistent that he stretch his legs and get some fresh air. He was pleasantly surprised by how his body responded. He had always been physically strong, but he hadn’t expected his muscles to be so resilient. He was weak, yet already he could feel his blood pumping through his flesh, bringing new life to tissue and tendon.

After his months of confinement, he was alarmed by the size and noise of the crowds. He was sure he’d never seen so many people in his entire life.

Megan had given him six silver pieces with which to buy a knife. She had told him the saying that in Rorn, a man without a weapon is a man without a future. Tawl had disliked taking her money, and he suspected it was her last. But he needed a weapon of some sort before he risked leaving the city, so he had accepted, swearing one day to pay it back.

He was surprised to find his unusual attire seemed to fit right in with the mood of the festival. In fact, his clothes seemed modest in comparison to what some were wearing. The men of Rorn paraded like peacocks in bright leggings and tunics, and the women wore shawls in the colors of the rainbow. As he walked through the streets, he noticed the advance of a great parade. People on horse and foot were bedecked in fabulous costumes, and the crowd made way to let the parade pass.

He didn’t take great interest in the parade at first; he had no love of jugglers and tumblers. Then, after a while, horns sounded and the crowd grew quiet as a huge man on a massive horse rode through their ranks. A noticeable hush fell upon the people as they looked in awe upon the august figure of the rider. The man was dressed all in white and was adorned in fabulous jewels: bracelets, rings and necklaces, all sparkling with harsh luster in the bright sunshine. He even wore a crown. There was something about the man’s fleshy profile that was familiar to Tawl.

Instinctively he slipped deep within the crowds, searching out shadow as the rider passed. He watched from a distance as the man rode by. Tawl was certain that he was the same person who had supervised his torture. He turned to a young boy standing nearby and asked, “Who is the man in white?”

The boy gave Tawl a disgusted look and retorted, “Why that’s the archbishop. Every fool knows that.” He then gave Tawl a kinder look and added, “I suppose you’re from out of town.” Tawl nodded and moved on.

He headed toward the tavern which Megan had recommended for knife buying. He was feeling weak and his eyes were still not accustomed to the bright of day. As he neared his destination, he came upon yet another crowd of people. They were gathered around a handsome and brightly dressed young man. Tawl could tell from the red tassels on his hat that the man was a fortune-teller.

“Yes, madam,” the man was saying with dramatic flourish, “I can see that your daughter longs for another child. Tell her to offer a prayer up to the goddess Huska and her wishes will be granted.” The crowd moaned in approval. The fortune-teller moved on to the next person, taking his hand and looking enigmatically toward the heavens.

“Sir, you are a man in need of money.” Tawl could not help but smile. Show me a man who is not in need of money, he thought. After a pause for theatrical effect, the fortune-teller continued, “You will find seven gold pieces under the floor of your house.”

“Whereabouts?” asked the man.

“But two steps away from your door,” said the fortune-teller, his voice gaining an edge of boredom, as if to say he was too important to be concerned with specific details. “You, madam,” he called as a woman was about to leave the group. She came forward and he took her hand, once more looking to the sky. “I see a great future for you.” He closed his eyes, as if receiving divine guidance. “I see that you will become dressmaker to a queen.” The crowd applauded with admiration as the woman informed them that she did indeed do a little sewing on the side.

Tawl prepared to move on, but the fortune-teller stopped him. “You, sir!” Tawl had no intention of moving forward, so he shook his head and stepped away. The fortune-teller was too fast for him and caught his arm. The man squeezed his hand and looked to the heavens. “You sir, are searching for a boy.” Tawl’s face remained impassive. The fortune-teller continued. “You will not find him in this city. You need to visit the Seers of Larn—they will tell you where he is.” Tawl’s eyes met briefly with those of the fortune-teller and then the man was off.

“Madam, give me your hand. You are a widow in need of a husband. . . .”

Tawl walked away, rubbing his chin as he reflected upon what the fortune-teller had said. He’d never heard of Larn or its seers. He tried hard to dismiss the incident as mere fancy or trickery, but as he walked the tawdy streets, it weighed heavily on his mind and he decided he’d find out more about Larn.

He soon came upon the tavern Megan had named and slipped inside, glad to be free of the noise and the crowds. He settled himself in a dark corner and was relieved to take the weight off his still weak legs. A sour-faced girl approached him. “What d’you want?” she asked, making no show of welcome.

“I’ll take a cup of ale.” The girl was obviously affronted at being asked for such a meager service. She huffed away, returned much later with a cup of flat and watery ale. “Before you leave, could you tell me if Tucker is here?”

“Who’s askin’?”

“A friend of Megan’s.” The girl withdrew to the back room. Several minutes passed and eventually a man emerged. He looked critically toward Tawl and then approached him.

He wasted no time with greetings. “What do you want?” The light from the window did the man no favors; it highlighted the depths of the pock marks on his cheeks.

“I need a knife.”

“What sort?”

“A long-knife.” Tawl was hoping he had enough money to make a purchase. He suspected the price of such goods in Rorn would be high.

“Cost you ten silvers.”

“We won’t be doing business, then.” Tawl motioned to leave. His bluff paid off.

“Eight silvers,” countered the man.

“Six.”

“Done.” The man headed to the back and returned minutes later with a long-knife, which he drew from within his coat. Tawl was surprised to see it was a remarkably fine knife. Undoubtedly contraband. The two men exchanged money and goods, and Tawl headed toward the door.

“By the way,” he asked, “have you ever heard of Larn?” The man gave him a warning look and then shook his head.

Tawl got the distinct feeling the man knew something but would not say. He stepped out into the bright sunlight and headed back toward Megan’s. The fortune-teller had planted a fertile seed, and Tawl was determined to find someone who could tell him about Larn and its seers.

Jack had watched as Melli sped not an arm’s length away from him. She had neither seen nor heard him. He listened to the approach of the mounted men and quickly turned in the direction from which he had come. There was nothing he could do to help his companion now, but he took some comfort in the fact that she was at least on horseback. To his untrained eye, Melli had appeared to be an expert horsewoman.

He ran as fast as his long legs would take him; over bracken and fallen log he raced, his breath coming fast and heavy. As he looked back to check on his pursuers, he misplaced a step and his ankle twisted painfully. He fell forward onto the damp floor of the forest. He struggled to his feet and attempted to put his weight on his leg, but the ankle could not bear it. “Damn!” he whispered, half in pain, half in anger. He knew he would have to hide now, for he had no chance of outrunning his pursuers with a twisted ankle.

He made a quick scan of the terrain and his eye spotted a low ditch. He hobbled as fast as he could and flung himself into the trench. It was not very pleasant; fungus clung grimly to the sides and at the bottom lay cold, foul-smelling water. He still felt he was too exposed and lay down in the icy wetness, covering himself in a blanket of wet, dead leaves. The water stole through his cloak and breeches, chilling him to the bone.

As he waited he couldn’t help feeling a little ashamed—Melli was being chased by Baralis’ men while he crouched in a ditch like a coward.

There was no doubt in Jack’s mind that Baralis was behind the chase. If anyone in the castle knew anything of sorcery it was the king’s chancellor. It was widely murmured that the man dabbled in the ancient arts; however, he was so powerful that no one dared mention it aloud, let alone challenge him about it. A breath of revelation passed through Jack—he’d felt it. Looking back on his time scribing, there had been instances when he’d felt sick and head sore. Up until now he’d dismissed it as a result of eyestrain and late nights, but the sensation was akin to what he’d felt yesterday morning. Baralis had practiced sorcery and somehow he had perceived its use. Jack recalled many instances of nausea, and whenever he’d seen Baralis the same day, the man usually looked pale and weak.

Excitement over his discovery quickly turned to worry: all it had done was confirm that he wasn’t normal.

The thing Jack wanted most in life was to be normal, to be able to walk through the castle without someone calling him a bastard. He wanted a father like everyone else, and a mother who no one called a whore. He wanted to be on the same footing as legitimate offspring and have the same sense of belonging. Now, more than ever, it seemed impossible.

He could move to the east and become a baker’s apprentice. But the best he could hope for would be to conceal his past. He wouldn’t lie. No. When someone asked about his parents, and they surely would, it would be an insult to himself and his mother to make up stories about a life he’d never had.

Jack shivered violently, chilled to the bone. It seemed there would be no easy option for him. Wherever he went, he would be an outsider. The incident yesterday had merely sealed his fate. The sooner he accepted that and stopped dreaming about finding his mother’s family and being welcomed with open arms as a long lost relative, the better. He had to deal in realities. The ditch was a reality, the loaves were a reality, and he would never be more than a bastard.

He settled down in the cold water and listened to the progress of the mounted men. Before long he felt the ground tremble as some of their number drew near to his hiding place. Judging from the sound of hooves, they were only few in number. He heard them slow down and then shout to each other. They spoke with accents unfamiliar to Jack’s ears.

“You said the boy ran this way.”

“He did. I’m sure of it.”

“He can’t have gone far. You head over there and we’ll take this path. Go now and hurry.” Jack heard one horse gallop off. The two remaining riders were quiet for some time. Jack imagined them to be listening very carefully. He lay as still as he could manage, hardly daring to breathe. Eventually the two riders were off. Only when they had run a fair distance did Jack feel safe to breathe again.

He decided not to risk moving, unpleasant though his circumstances were. His ankle was throbbing, but more distressing was the slow chill of the water upon his skin. He noticed a slight pressure under his left leg and tentatively felt for the cause of it. It was something furry. Jack could risk no further movement but was now sure that the foul smell in the ditch was due to the decomposing carcass of a small animal.

Jack hoped it wasn’t a rat. He was afraid of rats. The one thing he’d hated most about his job with Frallit was going to the storeroom for the flour. As soon as he opened the door, he would hear the sound of rats scurrying. He always gave them a few moments to hide before bringing his lantern forward, not wanting to see their fleshy legs and tails. Even with the lantern ahead of him, there were always some rats who defied its light and carried on feeding. Those were the worst—their beady eyes cold with defiance. Jack had kicked one once, and its bones crunched against the wall. The next day when he entered the storeroom, there were a score of rats feeding upon the carcass. There had been something else, too dark to make out; its teeth glinted for an instant, then it was gone.

Master Frallit gave him a beating over the incident. “Live rats are bad enough,” he said, “but dead ones attract the devil.”

According to Frallit, there were no end of things that attracted the devil. Long hair and daydreaming were two of his favorites. Jack knew the master baker said such things just to bully him, but he wasn’t about to take any chances over a dead rat.

He scrambled out of the ditch. His clothes were soaked in mud, and he shivered as the wind picked up. As he limped deeper into the wood, his thoughts were with Melli: he hoped she had not been caught instead of him.

“There’s a good boy.” Melli’s horse reluctantly stepped into the flow. Her pursuers were only feet away. She ignored their approach as she coaxed her mount to cross the stream. The horse was now up to his fetlocks in icy water. “Good boy, good boy.” She spoke more to comfort herself than the horse. The creature stumbled a little as he found his footing on the rocky streambed. “It’s all right, boy,” she whispered gently.

The guards came to a halt only a few yards from where she was. Two of their number moved forward to the stream. One of them had his sword drawn. “Go no further, lady,” he warned. As he spoke, he motioned to his men to surround her. Melli waited in the middle of the stream as she was encircled by seven men. All now had their swords drawn. She stroked her horse and tried to control the wild beating of her heart—she would not demean herself by showing fear.

“Take her down and bind her.” Hands pulled cruelly at her legs and body, some lingering unnecessarily over her breasts and thighs. She was pulled down and carried to the bank, where she was thrown hard to the ground. The smell of dead leaves and earth assailed her nostrils.

“She’s a pretty one,” said the man who appeared to be in charge.

“Aye, and she’s well filled out under that cloak,” commented one of the others who had just handled her. Melli grew frightened. The men had sheathed their swords and were looking to their leader.

“I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if we had a little fun with her,” he said, grinning to his company and moving toward Melli. He knelt beside her and untied her cloak. She lashed out at him. “You bitch!” The leader slapped her cruelly on her face, the force of the blow sending her head reeling. The men cheered.

One of them shouted, “Give it her rough, Traff, and hurry up about it so we can all have a go.”

The leader grabbed the bodice of Melli’s dress and tore it from her. Her pale breasts were exposed to the men. She tried desperately to cover her chest, but the leader was pressing down on her, forcing his lips on hers and roughly handling her breasts. The man was fumbling with his belt buckle with one hand while pushing up her skirts with the other. Melli was screaming hysterically, trying to fight him off.

Suddenly, the pounding of hooves could be heard. The leader stood up quickly, worry creasing his brow. Melli used this opportunity to pull her dress together as best she could.

“To your mounts,” cried the leader, flashing a look of contempt at Melli. “Draw your swords.”

A group of horsemen were bearing down on them. Melli could tell from a distance they were her father’s men—the silver and red was clearly visible. Relief flooded through her. She noticed the men were now paying her little attention as they waited tensely for the approach of the horsemen, and she slipped under the cover of some nearby bushes.

The two parties met. Her father’s men had drawn their swords and the sound of clashing blades filled the air. The adversaries seemed to be evenly matched at first. They thrust mercilessly at each other, eager for blood.

To Melli, the fight she watched bore no resemblance to the dainty exchanges that were demonstrated at court. The swords were yielded with no finesse; the men sliced and hacked with savage frenzy, caring not if they injured man or horse. The fight grew long and bloody. The dull, heavy swords cut through leather and into flesh. Melli thought she spied her brother amongst her father’s men, wielding his sword in the fray. She could watch the fighting no longer.

Unheeded, she crept silently away. On her hands and knees she crawled, the dry growth of winter brushing against her tender belly. As she went, she could hear the sounds of combat, the grunts and cries of the men, the squeal of frightened horses and the ringing of blades.

Melli headed downstream until she found a place that was easy to cross on foot. She waded into the stream, welcoming the sensation of cold water on her legs; it helped cleanse the stain of unwanted hands.

When she reached the other side, she found a small glade and fell to the ground. She was shaking, and tears soon followed. She wept for a long time. Leaving home, being robbed, the chase and the capture and finally the fight—it had all proven too much of a strain on her emotions. She cried quietly, hugging the remains of her dress close to her body. She didn’t really care anymore if her father’s men found her as long as the first men did not. Melli swore she would rather be killed than ever touched again.

After a while she grew calm. She could no longer hear the sound of fighting, but couldn’t remember when it had ceased.

She pulled the cord from her hair and tied her dress together as best she could. She no longer had a cloak; she’d left it at the scene of the fight. She doubted that she could survive the night without it. Her head turned quickly as she heard the snapping of twigs and rustle of leaves that announced someone’s approach. She would not run anymore. She stood up and held her head high, prepared to return to the castle.

It was her horse! He must have left the stream after she had been pulled from him. Running to the tired creature, she flung her arms around its neck. Melli kissed the old horse many times, and then her eye was caught by its back. Somehow it had managed to keep possession of her precious supplies! Quickly she untied the sack, letting it fall to the ground. She would use one of the blankets as a cloak. She drew a blanket around herself, beginning to feel much better: she was warm; she had her horse and her supplies.

She decided it was high time to eat. With relish she tucked into the dried pork and drybread—never had a meal tasted so good.

Lord Maybor was in a terrible rage, and his eldest son Kedrac was feeling the full strength of it. “You imbecile, how could you let her get away?” Maybor threw his cup across the chamber, where it hit his precious mirror, shattering the glass. “How could you let this happen?”

“It was the armed men, we had to fight them,” retorted his son.

“What armed men? What fight?” Maybor raged. “What were you doing fighting armed men when you were supposed to be looking for your sister?”

“The men had her, that’s how we found her. We heard her screaming.”

“What men were these?”

“I’m not sure, father. They had no colors. I think they were mercenaries.”

“By Borc! What is this?” Maybor felt the pressure of blood pumping in the veins of his neck. “What were mercenaries doing with my daughter?” His eyes scanned the room looking for something else to hurl: he felt the need for destruction.

“Father, they may have just come across her in the woods and decided to have a little fun with her.”


“What do you mean?” Maybor’s voice was as cold as ice.

Kedrac could not meet his father’s eyes. “I think they tried to rape her. I can’t be sure, but from the sound of her screams . . . and then later we found her cloak.” He watched as his father’s face became ashen.

“Did you capture any of these men?”

“No, Father. We killed two of them and wounded another three, but they escaped deep into the woods.”

“And the bodies?”

“We searched the two that we killed, and the only thing we found of interest was that each man had eight gold pieces.” Maybor thought for a moment, growing calmer.

“Eight gold pieces, eh? These men have been paid to do a job, and handsomely at that. Are you sure no one besides you and my men know that Melliandra is missing?”

“Father, we have been most discreet. I myself asked around the town about her and made as if it was a casual inquiry. As for your men, you know they are loyal to you.”

Maybor nodded his head; what Kedrac was saying was the truth. Still, he had a feeling someone had paid the mercenaries to find his daughter. “Kedrac, you must go back into the forest tomorrow, take a tracker and the hounds. She must be found at all cost.”

“Yes, Father.” Kedrac took his leave.

When he had gone, Maybor went over and inspected the shattered mirror. He’d paid over one hundred gold pieces for it ten years back.

He was sure that the mercenaries were in the pay of Baralis. The king’s chancellor had no men of his own, so that would fit. How had that scheming viper come to know of this? Maybor struck the shattered mirror with his fist. The sharp glass drew blood, but he didn’t notice. Baralis had sent mercenaries to capture and rape his daughter.


 

 


Five



Jack was beginning to feel the first signs of a fever. He was soaked to the skin and his bones felt the chill of water and air. He had no food or dry clothing, and somewhere in the chase he had lost one of his shoes.


Jack had spent the rest of the day walking around the forest, hoping to catch sight of Melli. At one point he heard the clash of blades in the distance. He felt it would be unsafe to draw too close to the sound of fighting, so he veered off in another direction, his route taking him ever deeper into the heart of the wood.

His clothes were slow to dry in the frosty air, and he found himself shivering violently. His ankle was still tender and he walked with a limp. He tried to find berries or nuts to eat, but winter was drawing nigh and the forest had little bounty to offer.

Tired, hungry, and feeling the cold deeply, Jack had made a meager bed for the night. He curled up at the base of a great oak, hoping for some small protection from the wind. He covered himself with fallen branches and leaves and fell into a restless sleep.

Jack awoke the following morning to the smell of rain. His eyes looked up past the naked canopy of the oak and the sky confirmed his fears. It was gray and water laden. Rain would soon fall. He noticed his body was acting differently from normal. All his muscles seemed to ache, his head felt unsteady, and his limbs were slow to move. His skin was clammy and drawn, and despite the obvious cold, he was feeling hot and sweaty. Jack had caught fevers before and he recognized what the symptoms meant. What he was unsure of was what to do about it in a forest leagues from home.

In the castle now the first batch of loaves would be baking, the air would be heavy with the smell of yeast, there’d be a bowl of pork broth for breakfast and an hour to waste by the fire. Jack had to laugh. It was quite ridiculous: how could he ever hope to be a hero when he’d only been away from home for two days, had already managed to catch a fever, and would have given the whole thing up for a hearty breakfast and a missing shoe?

Laughter made him feel stronger and he struggled to his feet. Nausea swelled in his empty stomach. He stumbled and was long regaining his balance. It occurred to Jack that if Frallit were watching now, the master baker would think he was drunk and ration his ale for a week. The idea of a week’s rationed ale seemed very appealing at this point—he would have gladly suffered Frallit’s scorn for as little as a cup of soured water.

Jack labored on. He remembered drinking from a spring the night before and headed toward it. His mind drifted from subject to subject: Bodger and Grift warned of the dangers of ditch water, and Findra the table maid mocked his bare foot. He was becoming confused and disorientated: the people from the castle seemed as real as the trees. He spent what he could have sworn was an eternity making his way through the woods only to end up at an oak tree that looked suspiciously like the one he’d slept under.

Every tree and bush began to look like the last one. He was growing light-headed; he no longer even remembered what he was supposed to be looking for. He desperately needed to lie down, to stop the voices of reproof that were spinning in his head. A tiny part of him was aware that lying down was not a good idea. Jack ignored his own warning. He had to stop his body from reeling. He had to sleep.

He collapsed by the foot of the tree. His last thoughts before he dropped into unconsciousness were that the rain had started to fall, and he was pleased. It felt cool and delicious on his hot skin.

Other eyes watched as the rain fell, just as they had watched the boy wander in circles for most of the morning. The man to whom they belonged paused as he considered what to do. He knew the boy would die if left there for the rain and cold to take their toll. Yet, he was not a man given to acts of compassion. He lived in the heart of the forest and did not trouble himself with the world of men. He knew the beast and the tree, and had little interest in that which did not concern him.

He was compelled to watch, though. He had seen much in his time; he had seen men murdered, men robbed, men hunting, and men hunted. He watched it all from his green havens and had never once intervened.

The boy’s plight had touched him. He was an innocent, and that was a rare quality to find in the forest. But there was more to it than that, for the man had seen people die many times from cold or hunger. The boy struck a chord within the man; he felt as if there was something more to this traveler. The man imagined he saw the pale glow of destiny around the lad. He shook his head, smiling at his own whimsy.

The man thought at great length as he watched the still form of the boy. To act might threaten his own safety. It might bring unwanted scrutiny upon himself, and he had spent many years avoiding just such thing. Even as these thoughts formed, he knew he would ignore them. He walked forward from the deep trees and made his way toward the boy.

Baralis met with his mercenaries outside of the castle walls. It was a chill day and he drew his cloak close. He already knew that they had failed, but it suited him to act as if he did not.

“So, are the boy and the girl in the said place?” he asked Traff, the leader.

“No, lord, they are not. We had both the girl and the boy, but Maybor’s men descended upon us.” Baralis knew the man lied. They had never caught the boy; his dove had watched the chase. Baralis was not concerned about the lie—they were, after all, mercenaries not priests.

“How many of Maybor’s men were there?” he asked slyly, knowing full well there had been less than ten of them.

“Two dozen,” said the leader.

“More, I would say,” interjected another. The rest of the men grunted in agreement.

“How many did you lose?” Baralis genuinely did not know this, as he had sent the dove to watch over the boy and had not been witness to the end of the exchange.

“We lost two, but we took out double that number of Maybor’s.”

“Hmm.” Baralis was skeptical. “Go away now and conceal yourselves in the said place. I will call you to pick the fugitives up when I have better intelligence on them.”

The leader made no move to withdraw. “My men were not engaged as fighters. You said we would just be picking up two young’uns. Two of my men are dead and the rest are not content.”

“What is your point?” Baralis spoke coldly, knowing precisely what the leader was after.

“We want more money. Eight more golds apiece.” Traff rested his hand upon his sword—a subtle threat.

Baralis was not so easily intimidated. With a sudden sweep he threw open his cloak. Once he was sure he had the full attention of the gathered men he spoke, his voice a harshly coiled whisper. “Do not be foolish enough to get greedy with me. With just one finger I could send you to an oblivion so deep your own families would forget you had ever existed.” Baralis sought the eye of each mercenary, and not one of them could return his gaze. Satisfied, he modified the tone of his voice. “I will call you either later in the day, or on the morrow. Be sure to be ready. Now go!”

Baralis watched as the men mounted and rode away, the faintest of smiles on his grim face. He drew his cloak around him once more and headed back to the castle. He had much to think on. For his plans to succeed, Melliandra’s pretty face must never be seen again at the court of the Four Kingdoms.

His mind travelled east to the dukedom of Bren—the mightiest of the northern powers. The duke was getting greedy: he wanted more land, more timber, more grain. Baralis knew he would have to tread carefully to bring about what was planned between them. People in the Four Kingdoms were nervous of the ambitions of Bren, yet ironically, that very same nervousness might actually help seal the pact. It was always easier to neutralize, rather than eliminate, a threat.

Not that he would use that particular tactic with the lovely Melliandra. She was a threat which required swift elimination.

When he was finally back in his room, sipping on mulled holk to relieve the pain in his fingers, he considered what his dove had shown him. After leaving the queen yesterday, Baralis had returned to his chambers, deciding he would look upon the capture after all. The dove had seen his men descend on the fugitives. It had watched as the girl and boy were separated. Baralis looked on as the greatest number of mercenaries had followed the girl, sending only three of the number after the boy. He had willed the dove to follow the plight of the girl, who he felt might be easily lost on horseback. He had seen the approach of Maybor’s men and had watched as both sides let the girl slip away.

His dove followed the girl and, satisfied that she would not go much further, he sent the bird to look for the boy. The boy was nowhere to be seen.

Baralis had remained calm; the baker’s boy was merely a puzzle that needed solving, while Maybor’s daughter was a hindrance to glory. He sent the reluctant bird back to watch the girl. Once she’d made camp for the night, Baralis let the dove sleep. The bird was cold and exhausted, and he feared it would not be long before the unfortunate creature died.

As the holk alleviated his pain a little, Baralis considered what to do next. In all likelihood, Maybor knew by now that the men out looking for Melliandra were in his pay. Maybor was sure to move against him—those damned fool mercenaries had tried to rape his only daughter! Maybor would bear watching closely: an indignant father could be a dangerous adversary.

* * *


“No, Bodger, the way to tell if a man’s well hung ain’t the size of his kneecaps.”

“Old Master Pesk says it is, Grift.”

“The reason why old Pesk says that is because he’s got kneecaps the size of watermelons.”

“They are unusually big, Grift. I can’t argue with that.”

“No, Bodger, the way to tell if a man is truly well hung is to look at the whites of his eyes.”

“The whites of his eyes?”

“Aye, the whites of his eyes, Bodger. The whiter the eye, the bigger the pole. It’s right every time.”

The two men pondered this thought for a while, Bodger secretly planning to check out his own eyes at some point. They downed some more ale and then the talk moved to other matters.

“Here, Grift, something’s going down at the moment, mercenaries in the castle grounds, fighting in the woods. Just this morning I saw a face I hadn’t seen in a long time.”

“Who was that, Bodger?”

“Remember Scarl?”

Grift took a sharp intake of breath. “Scarl. This bodes no good, Bodger. Scarl’s one villainous fox. I wouldn’t care to cross him.”

“Too right, Grift. Last time Scarl was seen in the castle more than one man ended up with his throat slit.”

“If I remember correctly, Bodger, last time he was here, Lord Glayvin met a sticky end.”

“He was the one who refused to sell his pear orchards to Maybor, wasn’t he?”

“Aye, Bodger. His widow had no such compunction, though. After her husband’s death, she sold Maybor those orchards so fast you’d think they’d been riddled with brown worm.”

Maybor decided that this meeting was best held out in the open, away from the listening ears of the court. He had been careful to choose a place in the castle grounds where he and his companion would be undisturbed. Downwind of the middens was just such a spot. Maybor covered his face with a handkerchief to prevent as much of the foul smell from entering his nose as possible. This action also had the added benefit of concealing the greater part of his features.

Maybor watched as the assassin approached. He was a slight man, not strong but rumored to be wiry and quick. No one, it was said, was craftier or more skilled with a blade.

“Well met, friend,” said Maybor.

“I wish you joy of the day, Lord Maybor.” The assassin scanned the area. “You have picked a foul spot in which to meet.”

“ ’Tis a foul deed that needs be done.”

“Whose absence from the world do you seek this time, my lord?” The assassin constantly watched the surroundings, making sure no one approached.

Maybor had no love for mincing words. “I seek the death of Baralis, the king’s chancellor.” Their eyes met and held, it was the assassin who looked away first.

“Lord Maybor, I think you know just how powerful Baralis is. He is more than man; he is said to be a master.”

Maybor didn’t like to think on such things. He tried to convince himself that Baralis’ powers were nothing more than hearsay, but he never quite succeeded—a smidgen of doubt always remained. He wasn’t about to let the assassin know that, though—the man’s price would double if he thought sorcery was involved. “Listen, Scarl, Baralis is not as powerful and all-seeing as everyone thinks. He has his weakness. A keen blade will slit his throat the same as it would any man’s.”

“His chambers will be warded against intruders.”

“That is not my concern. You must evade anyone who blocks your path,” said Maybor, deliberately misinterpreting Scarl’s words. He was damned if the assassin was going to talk openly about sorcery! They both suspected the risks—why add weight to them by giving them air? “It is your job to find the time and place when he is most vulnerable. All I ask is that there be no trail leading back to me.”

“Are you presuming to tell me how to do my job, Maybor?” The assassin spoke lightly, but there was a hint of reproach in his voice.

“No, no. I am anxious that the deed be done. Too long has Baralis held power in the court.” Maybor took a deep breath, forgetting where he was, and his lungs filled with the stench of human waste. He coughed violently, ridding himself of the foul air.

Scarl looked on, a hint of distaste showing upon his clever face. “I do not much like the sound of this commission. There is great risk.”

“Name your price,” uttered Maybor, impatient to be away.

“The price will be high.” The assassin raised a querying eyebrow.

“It is of no matter. I will pay whatever you ask.”

“I have no need of money, Maybor. Well you know I am paid a good price for my work. No, I seek a little something for my retirement.”

“Yes, yes, name it.”

“I want land, Maybor. I fancy growing apples when I’m older.”

Maybor did not like the sound of this; nothing was more precious to him than his land. “I will give you two hundred gold pieces,” he countered.

“No.” The assassin moved away as he spoke. “No, Maybor, I would have land in payment, or I shall take my skills elsewhere.”

Maybor relented. “Very well, I will give a stretch of land in the north. I have thirty acres outside Jesson that you can have.”

“Apples grow better in the east,” said the assassin.

“I cannot think why you would want land in the east with the war against the Halcus still raging.”

“Wars of man come and go. Land endures.”

Maybor relented. “So be it. I will give you twenty acres of orchards in the east.”

“You would give me thirty in the north,” replied the assassin, once again stepping away.

“Very well. I will give you your thirty acres. But you will not see a blade of grass until I have proof you have done your job.”

The assassin nodded. “I think we have reached a fair agreement. I will take the commission.”


“Good. Is there anything I can do to facilitate this undertaking?” Lord Maybor received the answer he hoped for.

“No. I must find my own way. A good murder can often be an act of great inspiration. I prefer to work alone.” With that the assassin bowed neatly to Maybor and was off. Maybor forced himself to wait for the passing of a few minutes and then followed in the assassin’s footsteps. He was eager to be free of the smell of decay.

Melli spotted the dove on her waking. It was high in a tree. It seemed to her to be a sign of hope, and she was glad of its presence.

She had spent a surprisingly comfortable night. She had found a peaceful glade and wrapped herself warmly in blankets. The mossy floor was soft and springy, and she woke refreshed and hungry. Her horse had found its own food and was slowly chewing at a patch of grass. She wished there was something different for her to eat than just pork and dry-bread.

She thought to monitor the direction of the sun, for she still intended to head east. The sun, however, was not on show. The sky was bleakly gray, and she realized she would soon need to find shelter, for the clouds held promise of rain. Melli had scant protection from the rain: the blanket that served as her cloak was not oiled and water could easily soak through. Suddenly she had an inspiration: she could use the heavy sack that contained her supplies as cover. The fabric was woven, but its coarse and prickly thread promised more protection than her woolen blanket.

Melli emptied the contents out of the sack. Then, taking the small but sharp fish-boning knife that Master Trout had so thoughtfully packed, she cut holes in the bottom and the sides of the sack. She secured her blanket around her chest and then slipped the sack over her head, sliding her arms through the side holes. It was a perfect fit, covering her body to below her knees. She burst into laughter—how silly she must look. What would Master Trout say if he saw what had become of his sack?

She reveled in the sound of her own laughter, skipping gaily around the glade, making mock curtsies to imagined ladies of the court. “Yes, Lady Fiandrell, this is all the rage in Rorn. I had the materials brought in from beyond the drylands. But, if I do say so myself, the expense was well worth it.” Melli had now succumbed to a wild fit of giggles as she imagined herself at court, dressed in a sack.

Her old horse looked up, attracted by the sound of her laughter. “What are you looking at?” she shouted. “I won’t be the one who gets wet when it rains.”

Melli took a guess at where she thought the sky looked a little lighter and headed off in that direction, munching on a piece of drybread. Her belongings she had made into a neat package with the help of the second blanket. As she walked, she considered names for her horse: he wouldn’t suit a romantic name like Goldarrow, nor a military name like Warrior. He needed a simple name like Pippin or Brownie. Only she didn’t like either of those.

“I’m afraid you’re destined to be the horse without a name,” she said, patting the creature’s back. One thing was certain: she had no intention of riding again without a saddle. The experience had proved to be most uncomfortable and her thighs chafed sorely as a reminder.

As she walked, her thoughts turned to her lost companion, Jack. She fervently hoped that he had not encountered her pursuers. He may have abandoned her, but she bore him no ill will. She even wished that he was still with her, for she didn’t like the idea of traveling alone with only a fish-gutting knife for protection. In the space of two days she had been robbed and violated. What will be next? she wondered, for everyone knew that trouble came in threes.

Eventually the rain started, and Melli led her horse on a route that promised as much protection as possible. She headed toward the most dense forest she could see, thankful for the trees’ broad branches, as they prevented some of the rain from falling upon her. She sang a few songs to keep her spirits up and tried not to think too much about the future.

Tavalisk was eating one of his favorite delicacies: raw oysters. It was oyster season in Rorn, and their supply was plentiful. Tavalisk, however, would eat no common oyster. His were brought in fresh each day from the cold seas of Toolay. The expense of such an endeavor did not concern him; it would be borne by the church. After all, he thought, an archbishop deserves whatever meager pleasures life affords.

Tavalisk prised open another shell with an expert hand and sprinkled vinegar over the milky creature, noting with pleasure the faint shudder as vinegar touched oyster flesh. The shudder was a sign of a healthy, live oyster. He cupped the half shell up to his lips and savored with relish the sensation of oyster in his mouth. He was careful not to puncture the creature with his sharp teeth. He liked to swallow them alive and whole. With displeasure, he heard a knock on the door. Why must that fool Gamil always come while he was eating?

“Yes. What is it?” he asked, careful to keep his voice sounding bored and indulgent.

“I thought you might like to know what our friend the knight has been up to.” Tavalisk ignored his aide while he opened another shell. He could tell straight away the oyster was bad: it had a grayish bloom to its skin.

“Would you care for an oyster, Gamil?” he said, proffering the unsavory creature to his aide. Gamil looked rather astounded; Tavalisk never offered him food. He was obliged to accept the morsel and swallowed it quickly, making an unpleasant slurping noise.

“Now, wasn’t that delicious?” The archbishop smiled with benign indulgence. “I have them brought in from Toolay, you know.” Gamil nodded in agreement. “You were saying about the knight?” Tavalisk opened yet another oyster.

“Yes, Your Eminence. The knight visited Frong Street yesterday and went into The Grapes, where he bought a long-knife.”

“Very good, Gamil. Is he showing his circles?”

“No, the marks were concealed beneath his cloak.”

“He is wise to keep them hidden; the people of Rorn have no love for the knights of Valdis.” Tavalisk allowed himself the smallest of smiles, parting his lips just enough to reveal the glint of teeth. “I think I’ve made sure of that. Though their hatred needs little prompting at the moment. The knights paint themselves as religious fanatics, but what they’re really after is trade, not conversions.” He poured a clear, heavy liquid into his cup. “Anything else?”

“One more thing. The knight was asking about Larn.”

Tavalisk, who had been about to drink from his cup, put it down quickly. “Larn. What was he asking about Larn for?”

“I can’t say, Your Eminence.”

“If I remember rightly, that old fool Bevlin has no love for Larn. He tried to put a stop to what went on there once. Of course, he failed miserably. Larn is not a place to suffer interference gladly.” Tavalisk paused while he toyed with his cup. “Perhaps he’s using the knight to mount a second offensive. He really should keep to his books and prophecies—he’s far too old to be indulging in moral causes.”

The archbishop turned to Gamil. “You may go now. You’ve made me lose my appetite with all this talk of Larn.” Gamil obediently withdrew. As soon as the door was closed, Tavalisk immediately returned to his oysters, his eyes scanning them greedily for the biggest.

Tawl was out on the streets of Rorn again. When he returned to Megan the previous night, he had questioned her about the Seers of Larn, but she had never heard of them. Today he was determined to do two things: first, he wanted to build up the strength in his muscles by walking several leagues, and second, he was going to find someone to tell him about Larn.

The crowds were still out on the street, but there were not nearly as many as the day before. What people there were seemed pale and drawn, heavy drinking and overindulgence stealing the spring from their step.

Tawl was feeling a lot better. His arms and wrists were slowly recovering and his legs were feeling stronger. His training as a knight had left a legacy of physical resilience that even now, five years later, could still be drawn upon. With concentration, he could control the blood flow into his muscles, swelling the arteries, making the tissue supple and ready for action. Tawl found that this technique, taught to be used in preparation for battle, was helping his damaged muscles recover their strength more quickly.

His training seemed far behind him now. He was a different person than the young, idealistic boy who’d presented himself at the gates of Valdis so many years before. There was hope, then, and dreams and the thrill of achievement.

During his first year at Valdis, the emphasis had been on physical strength. Novices were set a series of tasks to test and develop their skills of endurance. Tawl was sent into the Great Divide with only a knife at his side. He was lucky; some before him were caught in blizzards and never came back. Two months it took him to reach the mountain shrine. Even now he could remember the terrible cold, his hair stiff with ice, the saliva freezing on his teeth. The shrine was set upon the second tallest peak in the Known Lands. It was a symbol, and to meditate in its barren chamber was essential for gaining the first circle.

When he returned to Valdis, flushed with pride at his success, they sent him out again, this time to search the length of the milk flats. Pride was not tolerated at Valdis.

The milk flats, which were located south of Leiss, were deceptively named. They were formed from white porous rock and were flat when viewed from a distance, but up close they were a maze of tunnels and sinkholes. The rock was as brittle as old bones: one wrong step, one sudden rain shower, or even the smallest of earth tremors, could lead to death. Tawl was ordered to bring back a knight who’d gone to the flats in search of Borc’s sword. Nothing lived on the sterile rocks. Night and day were cruel masters: the sun was merciless and the moon cold-hearted. Close to starvation and madness, he eventually found the body. The knight had slit his own throat. Before he died, he etched the words es nil hesrl into the face of the rock. I am not worthy.

To a knight of Valdis the only thing that mattered was to be worthy. It was what all the training, all the learning, all the searching was for.

Tawl looked back on his time as a novice with mixed feelings. The first circle had brought him renown. He’d surpassed all others in the art of swordplay, though before his training he’d never even handled a sword. He’d gained the shrine in two months, when most took over three. And then there was the body, carried home from the milk flats on his back. Valdis liked to bury its own.

Renown brought resentment, and his first conferment had been marked by subtle tensions. He was called too young, too common, too favored.

The second circle brought derision. He had no learning; the only book he’d ever read was Marod. Yet after gaining his first circle, he was thrown into the company of men of culture. It was a struggle to master the classic texts, to learn the great histories, to speak in foreign tongues. He was constantly shown for what he was: a lowly boy from the marshlands. Most of the knights came from the nobility; they had manner and bearing and speech on their side, and they never once let him forget that he wasn’t one of them.

Tawl had gone through a hundred different humiliations: he didn’t know how to bow, how to dress, how to speak with great lords. It made him more determined than ever to learn their ways—not because he wanted to be what they were, but to prove that any man could be a knight. If it hadn’t been for their taunting, he wouldn’t have gained his second circle so fast—at least he had that to be thankful for.

He did have some friends, good men who’d been like brothers. Once he got his second circle and was free to go out in the world, they’d planned to go on a journey together, beyond the drylands in search of sacred treasures. But it all changed. Everything changed when he came home to visit his family. His life had been forever altered and now only the quest remained.

Tawl walked aimlessly through the streets of Rorn, searching out diversions. When his thoughts circled too closely around his family, he became desperate to change their path. Women, with their ability to give so tenderly of themselves, could usually lead his body to a place where his mind would follow. And if he’d been in a different city, he might have gone in search of some comfort. Megan was here in Rorn, though, and she’d done so much and asked so little that the least he owed her was fidelity.

Tawl chose streets that were bright with people, seeking out distractions where he could. Eventually he found himself heading down to the harbor. The smell of the sea was sharp but not unpleasant. Tawl found his spirits reviving with each salty breath.

Rorn was the greatest trading city in the east: rare spices, exquisite silks, fabulous gemstones, and fresh seafood all found their way through the great port. Rorn’s main source of income came from trade. The terrain to the north of the city was both rocky and barren, and Rorn grew no crops, or reared no livestock to speak of. The city owed its prosperity to the fortunate trade winds which gently drew ships from all the Known Lands to its safe harbors.

The harbor was large, spread over several leagues of seafront. Tawl enjoyed the brisk, salty air. It made a change from the smell of decay in the whoring quarter.


He walked for some time before deciding upon a likely looking tavern. THE ROSE AND CROWN, declared the old and peeling sign. Tawl slipped inside out of the wind.


The tavern appeared to be doing a fine business. Customers were talking loudly, there were people shouting for ale, a group of men were noisily proposing toasts to famous local beauties, and others were placing bets on times ships would come to harbor. There were those who sat around tables engaged in heated discussions and others who drank alone. It was a seafaring tavern, a place where sailors came to talk about the sea.

A large and comely woman approached Tawl. “What’s your favor, sir?” she asked, smiling and thrusting her magnificent bosom out to its best advantage. Tawl, almost against his will, was drawn into the familiar cadence of flirtation. Exchanging smiles was enough to create the potential for a liaison. He was tempted to see the dance through, to feel the joy—no matter how visceral—of shared intimacy. The woman waited for a sign, confident of her attractions.

Tawl’s gaze moved from her eyes to the floor. “All I’ll take is a mug of ale, if you please.”

She raised an eyebrow, surprised but not put off by his restraint. “Certainly, sir,” she replied, her full lips curving slightly. “I hope the ale serves to warm your blood.” She retreated slowly, giving Tawl plenty of time to regret the loss of her ample curves.

After a few minutes the woman returned. He watched as the eyes of many a man appreciated her generously proportioned form—she possessed an abundance of flesh that was sadly lacking in many women of the day. “There you are, sir. Be sure to let me know if you change your mind and take a fancy for something else.” She acknowledged Tawl’s rueful smile and then left with a saucy turn of her hips.

Tawl made himself comfortable and sampled his ale. It was really quite delicious: foamy and cool, with a pleasant nutty taste.

“The owner here brews his own.” Tawl looked up to find an old, red-faced man standing over him. “Do you mind if I sit a while with you?”

“Please, feel free to do so, sir. It would be my honor.”

The old man was clearly pleased with Tawl’s courtesy. “You have a nice manner about you, young man, but you have a strange accent. I cannot quite place it.”

“I’m originally from the Lowlands.” Tawl did not want to say any more on the subject and the old man, sensing this, let the matter be.

“I’m known hereabouts as Jem.” The old man smiled kindly. “Do you have a name you would share?”

“I am Tawl.” His name sounded short to his ears without its normal title.

“I wish you joy of the day, Tawl.” The man finished the last of his ale and placed his empty mug loudly on the counter. Tawl offered to buy him another. The man accepted graciously, and minutes later the two were sitting and supping.

“What is your trade, Jem?”

“Better to ask what was my trade.” The old man sighed heavily and stared into his ale. “I was a seafarer. I’ve spent the best part of my life on the high seas. I’d be out there now if it wasn’t for my bad leg—dry land is too still for my taste.”

“So you have visited many places?” Tawl asked casually.

“Aye, that I have, on both coasts.”


“Tell me, Jem, have you ever heard of a place called Larn?”

The old man sucked in his breath. He was silent for a while. When he finally spoke, his voice had changed its timbre. “Why would you wish to know of such a place?”

Tawl decided to take a chance. “I would visit with the seers there.”

“I would not risk going there if I were you.” Jem shook his head. “No, I would not, indeed.”

“You know where it is?”

“How could I call myself a seafarer and not know, eh?” he responded sharply, but then continued more quietly. “Larn is not that far from where we stand. Only a couple of days sailing southeast. It’s a tiny island, so small you will find it on no charts. But seafarers know it well. It is a deathtrap to sailors. The sea for miles around is rocky and shallow. Woe betide the sailor who is blown off course to that damned isle.”

“There must be a way to get there, though?” Tawl tried to disguise his eagerness by taking a long draft of ale.

“No captain who valued his ship would take you there. The best way would be to sail as far as was safe, and then row the rest of the way in a small boat.”

“How far would one have to row?”

“A sane captain wouldn’t sail any closer than twenty leagues.”

“Yet people must journey there to consult with the seers?”

“No one in his right mind would want to consult with the Seers of Larn, boy,” warned the old man.

“What have you heard of them?”

“Plenty.” Jem sipped his ale. His eyes flicked around the room, and when he spoke again, his voice was a whisper. “I’ve heard plenty. Tales so horrifying that even an old man like myself doesn’t like to repeat them.”

“Why don’t I buy you another drink and you can tell me what you know.”

Jem considered the offer. “Very well, boy. You are getting a good bargain.” Tawl called for more drinks; both young man and old waited in silence. The drinks came and neither man noticed the charms of the barmaid this time.

The old man spoke. “The Seers of Larn have existed for as long as anyone can remember. They were around long before the city of Rorn was founded. There is said to have been seers on Larn since the time of the great purge. What strange beliefs they have I don’t know, what Gods they worship I cannot tell you. What I do know of is the terrible way the seers are created.

“The powers that be on Larn pick young children—boys who are rumored to have a little skill in foretelling. They pay the parents of these children one hundred gold pieces. The parents never set eyes upon their sons again. The boys are shipped to the dread isle, and they are kept in a darkened room for a full year to cleanse their souls and minds. They are fed nothing but bread and water, for they believe that all other foods interfere with the foretelling.

“After a year in the dark, the boys are measured. A huge stone weighing many tons is cut for each boy. The stones are then hauled into the Great Hall of Seeing and are laid flat on the ground. Each boy is then bound to his stone.

“They lay the boys out, limbs spread wide, and bind them to the stone with the strongest of ropes. They lash them as tight as they dare. The boys cannot move as much as a finger or a toe. All they can do is watch and breathe. They spend all of their lives so bound. Never able to move a limb. As the months pass, their limbs atrophy, becoming useless husks. All the better to think and foretell. It is the worst fate I can imagine for any man.

“The powers that be ensure that the seers are fed and cleansed. They claim the seers are closer to God. They say that the seers are allowed, through their sacrifice, to know the will of God. They spend their days contemplating the great pattern of life. They live and die bound to the stone. Lost in a world of hallucination and madness.”

The old man grew silent. Tawl could hardly believe what he had been told. He shuddered at the fate of the seers and wondered how desperate a family would have to be to sell their sons into such a living hell.

Tawl could stand the silence no longer. “Old man, you have told a story that has chilled my blood. I fear I owe you more than a drink.”

The man spoke quickly, as if he had already prepared his answer. “You owe me nothing. Save a promise not to visit that cursed place.”

“I can give you no such undertaking. For I fear I am fated to go there.” The old man stood up to leave. Tawl caught his arm. “Tell me, what is the price for a foretelling?”

The old man walked away as he spoke. “The price is whatever they decide. Be careful they do not ask for your soul.”

Tawl watched as Jem left. It was getting late. He wanted to get back to Megan. He needed to feel her warm arms around his body.

The queen was in the king’s chamber, probably the most splendid room in the whole castle. She watched as the king was bathed by his manservant. He had not remembered her name this night. Baralis was right: he was getting weaker. Only last spring he could sit a horse, now he barely left his bed.

Ever since the hunting accident, she had lived with less than a man. At first the injury had not seemed so bad. The wound had healed normally, and although it had left an ugly scar, the physicians were not unduly concerned. However, as the weeks passed a deep fever had set in that seemed to rob him of his strength. Gradually, the weeks had turned to months. The physicians began to shake their heads; they blamed infection, fever on the brain, poison on the arrow. But they could do nothing to heal him.

First they tried hot poultices to draw out the infection. Next they had tried leeches to cleanse his blood of bad humors. The physicians had then attempted to expunge the malignant biles by piercing the king’s stomach. They had shaved his head, pulled his teeth, and let his blood—all to no avail.

The queen had watched these horrific remedies and many more, and she saw that they only served to weaken her husband further. Finally, she had driven all the physicians away, preferring to tend to the king herself. She engaged the services of a wisewoman who knew the ways of herbs.

After the physicians left, the king’s health actually improved. The wisewoman’s remedies were a lot easier for the king to bear: mulled holk with a sprig of juniper, herb-laden vapors, and rubs with therapeutic oils. Unfortunately, the wisewoman’s treatments seemed to slow down his decline, not stop it. Years passed and his strength lagged further and his mind grew clouded. The queen could not count the times she had lain alone in her bed crying through the night. She was a proud woman and would allow no one to see her private anguish.

The attendant wiped a speckle of drool from the king’s chin. The sight of the small gesture wrenched at her heart. What had her husband come to? The once proud King Lesketh reduced to being spoonfed and nursed like a baby! He was not yet an old man; others his age were in their prime.

The queen thought on the audience she’d had with Baralis. He’d hinted that he had something in his possession that might help the king. No matter how much she loathed the chancellor, she would have to summon him back. She was desperate to try anything that might improve her husband’s condition. She decided to see Baralis and find out what he wanted from her. She was no fool; she knew there would be a price to pay.




 


Six



Jack lay awake for some time before opening his eyes. He could smell the freshness of trees and ferns and the odor of wood smoke. Then he detected the smell of food, a savory stew or soup. Lastly, he smelled the delicious aroma of warm holk.


Tempted by such a beguiling array of odors, Jack opened his eyes. Soft, green light filtered through the trees and onto his face. He looked at his surroundings. He seemed to be in a sort of nest or den, which appeared to be woven out of leaves and branches. He was lying on a low pallet that rested upon a blanket of ferns and velvet mosses. He was alone.

Drawn to the smell of food, he caught sight of a small brick stove in the middle of the den. A gap had been left in the weave of trees to allow the smoke out. Jack tentatively put his foot on the floor and found to his surprise that the moss was warm to the touch. As he swung both his legs off the pallet a wave of nausea swept through his body. Jack felt dizzy and wondered whether he should just stay in his bed. The promise of hot food and holk proved too tempting to be put off by mere physical discomfort, and Jack rose from his bed.

Shakily, he approached the small stove. An open pot contained a rich, dark stew. Jack scanned the den, and found various cups and plates lying in wait on a low, wooden table. He ladled some of the fragrant mixture onto a plate, and poured himself a cup of mulled holk.

The stew was delicious; it contained mushrooms and rabbit meat, carrots and onions, all flavored with robust herbs and spices. He felt sure he could detect the subtle taste of apples and cider. He ate a hearty portion, and then another one—the last time he had eaten seemed to be a long time ago. It didn’t occur to him to question where he was or how he’d gotten here. Food and warmth were quite enough to occupy him for the moment.

After his meal, he felt the need to relieve himself and he looked for a way to leave the den. He could not find one. He was not too worried, as he had noticed a chamberpot at the foot of his bed. After he had finished, he climbed back onto the pallet and immediately fell into a deep and restful sleep.

Some time later Jack was woken by the sound of movement in the den. He opened his eyes to find a tall, long-bearded man staring back at him. “I see you have eaten well, young man.” He spoke in a curious lilting accent. Jack could only manage to nod his head; he was feeling a little guilty for eating what he had not been invited to. The man appeared to recognize Jack’s concern.

“You did well to eat, ’twas meant for you. I hope you found it to your liking?”

Jack nodded enthusiastically. “It was delicious—the best stew I have ever tasted.” He hesitated. “I thank you for it, sir.” Jack took in the strange appearance of the man: he seemed neither young nor old and was dressed in skins and coarse weaves. His most remarkable feature was his magnificent, long, ash-colored beard.

“I am no sir, young man. I have not been a sir in many years, and I do not wish to be one now.” A half-smile graced the man’s lips.

“I am truly sorry if I have offended you.” Jack felt the man was amusing himself at his expense.

“No matter, no matter. I suppose I will have to give you my name.”

“If you would rather not, I will understand. My own name is Jack, though. You are welcome to it.”


This speech seemed to please the man. “Well, Jack, you shame me. You would give freely of your name to a stranger who has not given his. There are many people who believe that if you know a person’s name, you gain power over them. What do you say to that?”

It was a little difficult for Jack to follow what the man said, for his voice made speech sound like song. The man continued, “I will give you my name, Jack, but I can only give you half of it. I have lived without naming myself for many years. The trees do not ask my name, the birds would gain no benefit from it, the streams run and do not stop from want of knowing it. But I will give it to you, Jack, for man, unlike nature, has need of names. People do well to be wary of names—they have power. If I were to name a tree, I would make it mine, and no man should have such a claim over a tree, or a brook or a blade of grass.” The man grew disheartened and breathed wearily.

Jack spoke to fill the silence. “If a bird does not ask your name, then neither will I. I refuse to know even half of it.”

The man smiled and shook his head sadly. “My half name is Falk.” Jack felt as if he was being let in on a great secret. He wanted to offer some comfort to the man, but found he could think of nothing to say.

Eventually the man spoke again. “You have been sick, Jack. You caught a wet fever, and you should rest for now and regain your strength. I must be off. I will bring you more food later. Before I go, I would have you take a sip of this medicine.” Falk crossed the room and came back with a cup of pungent-smelling liquid. Jack obediently swallowed all of the concoction, not at all sure he liked the taste. He wondered what the medicine was made from. Jack gave the man a questioning look, and Falk smiled kindly. “I have given you half my name, would you know all my secrets, too?”

Jack felt suitably chastened and handed the cup back to the man. He watched as Falk walked toward the wall. With gentle hands, he pulled the weave of branch and twig apart, creating an opening. He then stepped out into the cool air. Once on the other side, Falk rewove the flexible branches which served to seal and conceal the entrance to the den.


* * *

Baralis could hardly contain his pleasure when the messenger arrived from the queen. She had not only taken the bait, she had swallowed it whole. She was on the hook now. All that remained was to reel her in.

All his other concerns were petty annoyances. The girl Melliandra he was still tracking; he would move in on her more carefully next time. She would not elude him twice. As for Jack, well, how far could a boy on foot get in a few days? He would find him soon.

Baralis took from his drawer a measure of the white powder that was his pain-killing drug. He was about to swallow the foul tasting crystals when he thought better of it. His head would need to be clear. He would have to endure the pain in his hands until after his audience with the queen. It was a small price to pay.

He once again dressed with care, ensuring he chose a different robe than the one he had worn for his last meeting. It suited him to go along with the customs of the court.

This time the queen did not keep him waiting outside the door. She beckoned him in the moment he knocked. Her tone was still as cold as ever, though. “Good day, Lord Baralis.” She was dressed with exquisite care: her gown was embroidered with rubies and pearls, and matching gems sparkled at her throat and wrist.

“Joy of the day to Your Highness.”

“I will not keep you long. I would rather get straight to the point, Lord Baralis.” The queen smoothed her hair nervously; Baralis was gratified to note that her hand trembled as she did so.

“As you wish, Your Highness.”

“You hinted during our last meeting that you had something in your possession that might help the king. Am I right to assume that was what you meant?”

“You are, Your Highness.” Baralis decided to say little, preferring to let her talk.

“Then am I also right in assuming that you speak of some medicine or potion that will help the king’s illness?”

“Yes, Your Highness.” He watched the queen grow impatient with his short answers.


“Lord Baralis, what is the nature of this medicine, and how do I know it will work?”

“The answer to the first question is that I cannot divulge its nature. The answer to the second is that you cannot know it will work until you try it.”

“What guarantee do I have that it is safe? How do I know it is not poison or worse?” The queen looked directly into his eyes, challenging him.

“I give Your Highness my gravest undertaking that it will do the king no harm.”

“And what if I have no faith in that undertaking?”

“Your Highness, I have a proposition.” Baralis dug into the fold of his cloak and brought out the small glass bottle containing the potion. He held the bottle up to the light, and the brownish fluid sparkled with promise. “This vial contains hope for the king.” He handed it to the queen. “In it is ten days supply of medicine. Take it from me this day, and administer it to the king. If you see a noticeable improvement in his health, I will be willing to supply you with as much of the remedy as the king will ever need.”

The queen regarded Baralis impassively. He suspected that beneath her serene exterior was a frenzy of emotions. “I repeat, Lord Baralis, how do I know this remedy is safe?”

Baralis remained calm. He had expected no less and was prepared for it. He approached the queen and noticed that she winced slightly as he did so. Slowly, for his hands were in pain and he was anxious not to betray that fact to the queen, he pulled the stopper from the bottle. He then raised the bottle to his lips and swallowed a quantity of the thick, brown liquid. Baralis resealed the bottle and held it out for the queen to take.

For what seemed to Baralis like an eternity, but was in fact only a few moments, he stood there offering the bottle to the queen. At last, she stepped forward and took it. Their fingers touched for the barest of seconds.

“If this works, what will you expect in return?”

“Your Highness, let us first see if you are willing to buy before we talk of the price.”

The queen’s face was as cold as stone. “You may go now, Lord Baralis.”


He left obediently. Everything had gone perfectly. The medicine would appear to work well. It would improve the king’s condition, as it was part antidote to the poison that had been on the king’s arrow. Of course, the king would never be himself again, but the medicine would halt further decline, and might enable him to remember names and walk a little once more. Might even stop his constant drooling. Nothing too drastic, mused Baralis. Nothing that would interfere with his plans.

It would only be a matter of days before the queen would come to him, eager for more of the medicine. So eager, she would agree to anything he asked. He must remember to make the second batch much weaker. It wouldn’t do to have the king too well.

As Baralis returned to his chamber, he had the vague feeling he was being watched. He turned around, and no one was there. He shook his head. He was probably imagining things; it might even be an aftereffect of the king’s medicine. Baralis smiled to himself. A little paranoia would go unnoticed among the king’s other ailments.

The assassin watched as Baralis returned to his chambers. He was careful not to approach the door too closely. He had seen markings like those before, and he knew they were wardings. Maybor had tried to make light of the man’s powers, but he was no fool. He knew what the dangers were. In part that was why he’d accepted the commission. Baralis’ murder would be his finest achievement, the crowning glory in his long dance with death. He was excited by the prospect of taking such a craftily guarded life.

Scarl had spent several days monitoring Baralis’ movements. He suspected the king’s chancellor had access to secret passageways, for the assassin had waited outside rooms, only to find that Baralis never left them, yet he would appear in a different part of the castle later. The assassin liked the idea of secret passages as much as the next man. He would make it his business to find out more about them.

He was, he admitted, a little afraid of Baralis. That the man possessed great power was highly evident, despite Maybor’s attempts to deny it. The secret of murdering a sorcerer was to catch him unawares, to give him no chance for a defensive drawing. Scarl would have liked to kill Baralis whilst he slept, but it was impossible to gain access to his chambers—Crope and the wardings saw to that. He would have to find a time when the man’s attentions were diverted by something just as compelling as sleep.

One moment off his guard and the knife would be his fate. Scarl had yet to meet a man who would not succumb to a blade. All died equally as fast when their windpipes were severed. That was how Scarl liked to do his job: one clean, deep sweep with a sharp knife. It had proved most successful in the past. It would do for Baralis, too.

There was a lot to be said for slitting the throat. It silenced the victim instantly, it was quick, there was never a struggle, one approached one’s victim from behind, and lastly, if one was skillful, which Scarl was, one never got as much as a drop of blood on oneself.

Yes, mused Scarl, others might go in for the showier executions—the dagger in the eye, the blade in the heart—but nothing beat a good throat slitting.

Scarl knew he had to be careful to choose the right moment. The castle passageways were too public, guards or others could approach at any time and foil his plans. He would not rush into this. It was his nature to watch and wait. At some point Baralis would be vulnerable, and that would be the instant he felt the keen blade of Scarl’s knife at his throat.

After Baralis left, the queen sat for a long while, turning the small bottle in her hand. She watched the tawny fluid move within the glass. On impulse she unstopped the cap and smelled the contents. She pulled away from its strong and unpleasant odor. She tipped one single glistening drop onto her fingertip and raised it to her lips—she would rather endanger herself than the king. The taste was bitter.

She waited for many hours, refusing food and drink, and could detect no harmful effects. It was true she had only sampled a drop, but she was satisfied nonetheless. She would take the medicine to the king.


As she walked to the king’s chamber, she came across her son Kylock. Seeing him thus, she realized how very little she saw of him normally. He was a stranger to her. She didn’t know what he did from day to day. His chambers were out of bounds; he had never once invited her past his door. Several months back, when she knew Kylock was off for the day on a hunt, the queen stole into his rooms. The act had been unworthy of her, but curiosity won over pride and she made her way to the east wing. She chose her time well and met no one on the way. Her first feeling on entering the chamber was relief. It was clean and orderly, every chest in its place, not a fold falling amiss. Then it occurred to her: it was too meticulous. The rugs were perfectly square, not a mote of dust on the sill, not a flake of ash in the fire. Too orderly by far for a boy of seventeen, it was as if he didn’t live there at all. One particular rug drew her eye—the deep crimsons of its weave seemed strangely random. The queen crouched down and ran her fingers over the silk. Even before she raised her hand to her face, she knew what it was: blood. Sticky, nearly dry, less than a day old.

The most unsettling thing was not the blood itself as much as its presence in such a pristine setting. Like a beautiful maiden in the company of old dowagers, the blood seemed more striking by comparison.

The following day she’d passed Kylock in the stables. He’d asked how she was and then, just as she stepped away, he said, “So, Mother, what did you think of my rooms?” His tone was mocking. He didn’t wait for a reply, merely smiling, then walking away.

She never felt easy in his presence. He was so unlike her or the king, and not just in appearance—though he was as dark as she and the King were fair. It was his whole bearing that was different. He was so secretive, so introverted. Even as a child he preferred to be alone, refusing to play with other children. Baralis was his only friend.

Kylock approached her now, lips curved in an ironic smile. “Good evening, Mother.” His low, seductive tone reminded her of another’s, but she could not remember whose.

“Good evening to you, Kylock.” Her son looked at her, and she could think of nothing else to say to him.


“What have you there?” He motioned to the bottle she carried.

“It is medicine for your father.”

“Really. Do you suppose it will do him any good?” The queen was troubled by his nonchalant tone.

“Lord Baralis has prepared it for him.”

“Well, in that case it is bound to do something.”

The queen could not make out what her son meant by the ambiguous comment. She regretted mentioning that the medicine was from Baralis. Her son had that effect on her: he either robbed her of speech entirely or impelled her to speak unwisely, as she had done now. She looked up to say something else, but he had gone.

She found herself wishing that she had never been queen—she had little joy in it. Of late, she had been king in everything but name. She would have liked to give it up, take her sick husband away to their castle in the Northlands and live a peaceful and quiet life. Something stopped her, though. It was partly her pride, but there was also something in her that balked at the idea of her son as king.

She had never loved him properly, not with a mother’s true affection. She remembered the day he was born, when he was handed to her—pale and silent and smelling of cloves. There had been no surge of warmth in her breast, no pull of emotion. The midwife nodded her head wisely and told her love would come. And it had in a way, for she loved her son with an almost jealous frenzy, but she felt no tenderness, no affection.

It upset her to think of the many years she had been childless. The years of longing for a baby, the countless disappointments, the unceasing humiliations. She had been married to the king for ten long years before she had conceived.

For the first few years the king had been full of gentle encouragements and considerations. “No matter, my love,” he would say as her blood flowed anew each month. “There is time aplenty. You are young and fertile; the Gods choose to make us wait until they are ready.” He would smile and squeeze her hand and invite her to bed to try again.

The pressures of sovereignty had eventually taken their toll, and the king became desperate for a son—an heir was essential to the stability and continuity of the country. Sly whispers assailed the king’s ears:

“A country without an heir is an invitation to war.”

“It is your sacred duty to provide an heir for the kingdom.”

“The queen is not fertile.”

“Strike the marriage asunder.”

“Replace the queen with a breeder.”

The king had loved her dearly and could bear no talk of setting her aside. But the fulsome urgings of the court had their effect upon him. She could hardly blame him—they were right, the country did need an heir.

She had been desperate to conceive. She tried everything from scalding poultices to arcane ceremonies . . . all to no avail. Of course there was no mention that the king could be infertile. The very thought was preposterous. He was the king: symbol of life, renewal, and continuity. Even the queen dared not harbor that treasonous thought, and she resigned herself to her barrenness.

The king had not once spoken to her about annulling the marriage, even though he was legally entitled to do so as she had been proven barren. Instead he brought other women to his bed, hoping to father a child and later legitimize any issue resulting from the union. He’d tried to be discreet, but servants whispered and courtiers talked. The queen shuddered at the memory of the shame—surely no other queen in all the histories had ever had to bear such humiliation—to carry on at court each day as if nothing was wrong, to appear regal and composed while her husband dallied with numerous women.

The strange thing was that none of those women had borne him sons. The few women who did conceive gave birth to daughters, and a daughter was of no value in male-dominated Harvell. The king had sent the women and babes away, caring little for their fate.

Eventually, he gave up his attempts to conceive a son and they both became resigned to remaining childless.

Then, one chill winter month, nearly eighteen summers ago, her blood had failed to flow. She hardly dared hope: ten years without a child was proof beyond doubt that she was barren. A second month had passed and then a third; her body swelled and her breasts grew tender. She was with child. The king and court were jubilant. There were parades and dances and feasts in her honor, and she had duly given birth to a son.

She’d counted back nine months from her son’s birth. Kylock had been conceived in mid-winter and the queen had no memory of the king visiting her bed at that time. Of course, she could not be certain, and she did remember one occasion when she’d drunk so unwisely that she had no memory of the night before. She recalled waking in the morning and feeling the familiar soreness of lovemaking. Her husband must have taken her while she was drunk. A disturbing thought.

The queen raised a finger to her lips and bit softly upon the fleshy tip. The sting of pain brought her back to the present and she was glad; there were too many unanswered questions in the past, too much sorrow, too much lost.

She made haste along the lofty corridors, eager to try the medicine upon the king.


 

 


Seven



Tawl slipped into the shaded alleyway. Although it was daylight, it was almost dark between the tall buildings, their overhanging eaves serving to prevent the light from reaching the ground. He was on his way to see a man recommended by Megan for being able to arrange passages on ships, no questions asked. He had no money to pay for such a passage, though, and Megan’s small savings were down to the last few coppers. He decided he would talk to the man first and see if he could persuade him to do business. He would come up with a way to find the passage fee later.


Like so many districts with bad reputations, the whoring quarter of Rorn had its good and bad areas. A good area was considered to be one where whores and touts felt free to ply their trade, where pickpockets slunk amidst the crowded streets, places where people said, “At least it’s not as bad as Sharlett Street.”

Sharlett Street was in fact much more than a street—it was a small district within the whoring quarter. There were no half-dressed prostitutes on these streets. No amiable pickpockets, no hopeful con artists, no one in fact who valued their life. Sharlett Street was for those who didn’t value their lives, those so tortured by disease, or their own dark consciences, that they didn’t care if they ever saw another day.

It was more than the pestilence and the filth that kept people off Sharlett’s bleak streets. There was a feeling of corruption in the very air, an atmosphere that held promise of ill deeds and decay.

It was to this place that Tawl was headed. He noticed the gradual changes that took place in his surroundings: fewer people on the streets, rats scurrying through the slop of human refuse, failing to observe the usual after-dark hours of their kind.

As he walked, picking a careful path through the filth, Tawl considered the tale the old man in the tavern had told him. He shuddered to think of the helpless seers leashed to the rock for the length of their lives. Tawl knew what it was to be bound. He’d felt the snag of rope upon his flesh. He wondered at the nature of the powers who would do such an inhuman thing. And he bitterly wished that he did not have need of their services.

To go to Larn and consult with the seers was condoning what was done there, when he, as a knight of Valdis, should be striving to free them from their captivity. The knights were founded upon one basic principle: to help their fellow men. For over four hundred years the order had striven to alleviate human suffering. Their greatest triumph was the campaign against slavery in the east. Thanks to their actions, cities such as Marls and Rorn could no longer trade in flesh from the far south. Even today the knights still manned the eastern harbors, checking the hulls of merchant ships.

Tawl uncovered the double circle on his arm. He had hoped, many winters ago, that he would gain the third and final ring. That was why Tyren had sent him to Bevlin in the first place. To attain the final circle and become a ranking knight, a novice was expected to go out in the world and not return until he had “achieved merit in the eyes of God.”

The first circle was for physical excellence, the second for learning, and the third for achievement. What constituted merit in the eyes of God was hard to judge, and many knights spent many years in search of a glorious, but often elusive, cause. Most chose to go on missions. The year Tawl had been conferred, two knights went to the northwest to mediate in the dispute over the River Nestor; a few sailed down the Silbur in pursuit of river pirates; and his friends had traveled to the far south in search of lost treasures—Tawl didn’t know what had become of them.

At the end of it all, when the knights thought they were ready, they presented themselves at Valdis to be judged. Four men heard the testimony and then acting upon their recommendation, the leader, Tyren, either conferred the knight with his final circle, or sent him out to begin again. It brought great shame to a knight if he presented himself and was found unworthy. To avoid this humiliation, many knights spent years, even decades, away from Valdis. Some never returned.

Tawl couldn’t imagine a time when he’d be ready for judgment. He’d been set a nearly impossible task, and until it was completed he couldn’t show his face at Valdis. It seemed many years since the head of the order had sent him on his way. He still remembered Tyren’s words: “Go visit with the wiseman Bevlin. You will find him in the north. I have faith that you will do what he asks.” It had been a difficult time; he’d come close to giving it all up. The feeling that he was needed, and—if he were honest—the promise of glory, was all that kept him going.

The reality was so much different than the dream. He had spent all save one of the last years in a fruitless search: he’d traveled through much of the Known Lands asking people if they knew of a boy who was different in some way from others.

He had been told of boys with six fingers, boys with yellow eyes, boys with madness eating away at their brains. These and countless others Tawl had sought out, only to know in his deepest soul that none of them were the one.

Eventually he had come to Rorn, his spirits low, his task appearing hopeless. He’d made the mistake of asking in the wrong place and had been picked up by the authorities. It was a risk one took being a knight of Valdis, for the knights were no longer in favor. They were used as scapegoats for any problem a particular city had—if crops failed in Lanholt, it was the knights who willed it; if trade was down in Rorn, it was the knights who slowed it. Tawl sighed heavily. He had heard all the rumors about how the knights were building up stockpiles of cash, of religious fanaticism and greed for political power. If the knights were corrupt, then so was their leader, and Tawl would hear nothing malicious said about Tyren.

He had many things for which to thank the head of the order. Tyren had been good to him. He was the one who had made it possible for him to join the order. He, a common boy from the marshlands, with no rich family to sponsor his training. Tyren had helped him through the worst time of his life. When everything seemed meaningless, and the burden of guilt was too new to be bearable, Tyren had sent him to Bevlin and given him reason to carry on.

The skitter of soft feet brought Tawl back to the present. He was being followed. Surreptitiously, he felt for his knife. His fingers closed around the cool blade, and its deadly smoothness was a reassurance. He was much stronger than he had been a week ago, and he was ready for an attack if one should come.

Tawl walked calmly on, careful not to speed his step and thereby give away the fact that he knew he was being followed. His ears strained to hear the soft patter of feet; his shadow must have shoes of cloth. Tawl managed a grim smile. He wouldn’t enjoy walking these streets with only a thin stretch of fabric between him and the filth.

He was forced to slow down. He was not entirely sure if he was following Megan’s instructions correctly. She’d directed him to what he thought was this alleyway, but she had told him it would branch off to the left. There was no such opening: the alleyway ran straight up without any turnings. He felt his skin prickle. There was a breath of air, a flash of blade, and the man was upon him.

He swung to meet his foe, drawing the long-knife with one graceful stroke. The man had a curved sword. Tawl had seen such blades before and knew that when handled well they were deadly. The man slashed at him, forcing him to move back. He slashed again, a wild and reckless attack. Tawl jumped out of the way of the blade. As his foe prepared for another onslaught, Tawl took the opportunity to strike with the long-knife. He caught the man’s arm and blood welled quickly to the surface. Distracted for a fatal instant by the sight of his own blood, the man looked up to see Tawl knife him in the chest.

It was a clean strike. Tawl had no liking for those who sought to prolong a fight with cruel and intentionally torturous blows. The man fell to the ground, blood rushing from his wound. His curved blade fell by his side, clattering harshly upon the dull stone.

Tawl was feeling a little shaky. It had been a long time since he had last drawn a blade. He took no delight in his win, it was merely something that had to be done.

He considered the curved blade. It was sorely blunted: not the weapon of a man who was serious about murder. He had probably been a thief . . . and a desperate one at that. Tawl picked up the sword, noting with surprise its goodly weight. It would look better once polished and sharpened; maybe he would be able to sell it and gain some money for his passage. He tucked the sword in his belt, ensuring that it could not be seen by casual eyes.

Now he had to find the right alleyway. He decided to continue down the one he was in. He walked for a while, and found to his annoyance that it came to a dead end. He turned, resigned to walking the length of the treacherous street once more. As he wheeled around he felt a powerful blow to his head. He attempted to draw his long-knife, but another crippling blow to his skull made the world go black.

Jack was slowly recovering from his bout of wet fever. He could now walk around the den without feeling dizzy and light-headed.

His recovery was definitely aided by Falk’s various arrays of medicines and ointments. Jack, however, lay most of the credit to the delicious food that Falk served up. Every day there was a savory stew, or a roasted rabbit, or turnips baked in rich meat juices. Jack had spent his whole life in the castle kitchens, but had never been allowed to eat food this tasty. The diet for a baker’s boy was usually thin gruel and all the bread he could eat.

Jack felt almost guilty in the delight he took from eating. It didn’t seem right. He was leagues away from home, supposedly on a grand adventure to find a new life, or the truth behind his mother’s origins, or whatever seemed the best idea of the day, yet here he was comfortably settled in the warmth of the den eagerly awaiting his next meal.

Each day Falk would bring the makings of a fine meal into the den. He would carefully prepare the ingredients, chopping onions and slicing carrots, skinning rabbits and grinding spices. Jack could see Falk enjoyed his work and admired how content he was doing such ordinary tasks. There had been times at Castle Harvell when he too felt a similar joy, but as he grew older, dreams and dissatisfactions had conspired to take it away.

Jack did not like to be idle and had asked Falk if he could help. “No,” Falk replied. “It is a blessing to me to handle the bounties of nature. I love to cook. I take only what I need, and I waste not a thing. The bones from a roast will be next day’s soup, the scrape from the apple will be set to dry.” Jack hadn’t known how to reply to this and so had offered to bake bread for Falk.

“Boy, you are weak yet. Baking bread must wait. Besides, I have only a make-shift stove.”

“I could make griddle cakes,” said Jack, hoping that Falk would agree, for he did miss bread in his diet.

“Very well, Jack. I see you have a need to repay me. It would be ungracious of me if I did not let you do so.” Falk had a way of saying things that left Jack at a loss for words.

So, this day Falk had returned with the flour and eggs that Jack had asked for and the boy set about making the batter for griddle cakes. As Jack mixed the ingredients, he felt that his old life as a baker’s boy was far behind him. There would be times, like this, when he would bake bread, but there was no going back to the past. He could probably find a town far away in the east where he could take up a position as a baker’s apprentice, only he wasn’t sure if that was what he wanted anymore.

He knew he would have to move on soon, and although he had enjoyed his time with Falk, he needed to be on his own. He was worried about the future: Baralis was after him, he had no money in his pocket and nowhere to go. The time was fast approaching when decisions would need to be made—he could choose to forget about the incident with the loaves and live quietly as a baker, or he could change the course of his life and make himself anew.

As he thought, Jack made the batter, adding a combination of beer and water to thin the mix. He stirred it, seasoning the mixture with a touch of salt. He would let it sit for just long enough to enable the flour to soak up the water—if it were left too long, the yeast in the beer might cause the mix to rise. Master Frallit would beat a boy whose griddle cakes were anything less than flat.

Falk had just returned from one of his mysterious forays. Jack would have liked to ask what the man did on these outings, but could not find the right words to do so.

“So, you are indeed a baker,” commented Falk, nodding toward the batter.

“I was never made a baker. I was a baker’s apprentice.”

“Words! Titles! If you can bake, surely you are a baker.” Once again, Jack could think of nothing to say.

He checked the hot iron platter on the fire and greased it with a little pork fat. The grease smoked: the temperature was just right. He gave the mixture one final stir and then poured it in separate rounds onto the hot surface. The iron platter hissed and smoked but soon settled down, and minutes later the delicious aroma of griddle cakes filled the den. He had no wooden spatula to flip the cakes over with and had borrowed an old knife of Falk’s to do the job.

Falk watched Jack with a certain skepticism at first, but then seemed genuinely interested in what he was doing. “Well, Jack, I am impressed,” he said as Jack loaded a plate with the hot and fragrant griddle cakes.

After they had eaten their fill and were relaxing close to the warm stove, Falk made a simple request: “Tell me who you are.”

The fire dimmed and the wind calmed, as if waiting for his reply. Time drifted away from him, and if asked later, Jack would never know how much had passed before he spoke.

“I don’t know who I am. Only days ago I thought I knew, but now everything has changed.” Jack waited a moment to see if Falk would speak. He didn’t, and it was his silence that gave Jack the courage to carry on. He could trust this man.

“Over a week ago now, something happened to me—something evil. I burnt some loaves, then I felt a terrible pain in my head. When I looked again, they were barely browning.” As he spoke, Jack felt relief. It was good to speak it out loud; it lost power by being shared.

“That’s why you left the castle?”

“Yes.” Jack was glad that Falk didn’t seem shocked. “I couldn’t risk anyone finding out what I’d done. They might have stoned me.”

“People in the Known Lands are fools. Anything they don’t understand they seek to destroy!” Falk shook his head in anger. “They call themselves civilized, but they have no idea about the way things are.

“Sorcery, for that is what it is—I’ll make no bones about it—isn’t a gift from the devil. Sorcery is neither good nor bad—it is the person who draws upon it who controls its nature.”

“But everyone at the castle says it’s evil, and only wicked people use it,” said Jack.

“They are right and they are wrong. It is mostly drawn by people who are wicked, or rather greedy. But it wasn’t always that way. At one time, many centuries ago, sorcery was common in the Known Lands. It came out of its making and was as ancient as the land itself. Gradually people in power came to resent the random spreading of sorcerous gifts—a common laborer was just as likely to be favored as a great lord. People in high places could not tolerate such a dangerously indiscriminate scattering of power. They acted swiftly, eradicating all who could practice. ’Tis easier to rule by sword than sorcery.

“Only a few practitioners survived the Great Purge. Today the art endures more by rumor than practice. Its time has nearly passed; this world is too modern for it to continue. Like most things old, its worth has long been forgotten.

“There are still a few places where it thrives. Places cut off from the changes of time, places where the land itself is as magical as the people who stand upon it. But they are ever decreasing, and fewer and fewer people can draw upon its source.”

Jack’s mind was in a turmoil. Could what Falk had said be true? All his life he’d been taught that sorcery was devilment, and now this man had turned everything around. “So I’m not evil?”

“There is dark and light in every man, as there is in every day.” Falk shrugged. “I doubt whether you are evil. Though there is much you are not telling me.” He looked Jack squarely in the face. “You never really told me who you are. What about your family? Where were they from?”

Anger flared within Jack. It was the same as ever, people asking casual questions, never realizing how hard it was for him to answer. “I’m a bastard! Satisfied? My mother was a whore and she didn’t keep count of her customers!” He stood up and threw his cup in the fire.

“Where is your mother now?”

Was there no end to the man’s probing? Jack watched as the wooden cup succumbed to the blaze. His anger left him as quickly as it came. He turned to face Falk as he said, “She died eight years ago. She had a growth in her breast and it ate away at her.”

“How did you manage with her gone?” Falk’s eyes were impossibly blue. There was such compassion in them that Jack felt free to say things he’d never admitted before.

“It was easy. In some ways, it was even a blessing. After her death the taunting stopped for a while, and I could pretend I was normal.”

For the second time Jack expected condemnation for his words and received understanding instead. “It’s not a sin to be ashamed of your parents. What is wrong, though, is to accept the words of others without questioning. Just because people called her a whore doesn’t mean that she was.”

Jack turned to face Falk. “But why—”

“Why do people belittle others? It’s the same as with sorcery. If they didn’t understand, if she was different in any way, they would hate her for it.”

“She was different!” Jack felt an excitement growing in his breast. Falk had not only freed his thoughts, he was altering the very nature of them. “She was a foreigner. She came to the kingdoms when she was fully grown.”

“Where was she from?”

Jack shook his head. “I don’t know. She never said. I think she might have been afraid of someone or something in her past.”

“Aah.” Falk stroked his beard and thought for a while. Then he said, “Perhaps she was afraid for you more than herself. If she was just concerned with her own safety, then what would be the harm in taking you into her confidence? It seems to me that she might have kept her past a secret to protect you.”

What was it about this man that he could so casually challenge beliefs Jack had held true for years? He cast his mind back to his childhood, to the mornings on the battlements. He remembered her words, “Keep your head low, Jack, you might be spotted.” Spotted by whom? Jack’s head was reeling with new ideas. Up until now, until this conversation with Falk, he felt as if he’d been looking at the world through a brewer’s filter. Things had suddenly been thrown into sharp focus.

“As for being illegitimate, Jack, some of the most powerful men in the Known Lands had similar starts in life. Why, the archbishop of Rorn himself had no father to call his own—yet no one knows it.” Falk stood up and put his arm on Jack’s shoulder. “A word of advice. Don’t hate the man who fathered you.”

Jack moved away. “What makes you think I do?”

“I have experience with such feelings—I too was called a bastard. I made the mistake of letting it ruin my life. I managed well until I passed my twenty-third year. I had a wife and three children and land of my own. One night I overheard two people talking in a tavern. One man mentioned my name and said I was doing well. The other just sniggered and said, ‘Once a bastard, always a bastard.’ I went for the man’s throat; it took four men to pull me off. He nearly died. I was sentenced to work a year in the slate quarries. Instead of spending the time wishing I was with my family, I festered in a pool of hate. I hated my father for making me an object of contempt. I blamed him for everything.


“Unlike you, I knew who he was. When my year was up, I tracked him down. It took many years before I finally found him. I was full of anger and ready for battle. He was an old man, stiff with rheumatism and pathetic to behold.

“I held my fist to his face and he begged for mercy. I am thankful to this day that I gave it.

“We sat and talked and supped a while. He told me that the reason he never married my mother was because she came from a good family and would be better off not wed, for he had no money to look after a mother and child. I don’t know if I believed him—it doesn’t really matter. The point is, he was just a man—not evil, not cunning, not deserving of punishment.

“I left him and returned home. My wife and family had moved away and left messages for me not to follow. The rest of my tale is too long to tell. I’ve seen much of life and men, traveled to scores of cities, talked with countless people and been known by many names. I ended up here, alone. What I say to you, Jack, is don’t make the same mistake as me. Don’t spend your time inventing fantasies of revenge. They will only destroy you in the end.” Falk put down his cup and made his way out of the den, leaving Jack alone to contemplate his words.

Baralis had decided to make his move on the girl, and to this end he had called his mercenaries to him. Once again they were meeting outside the castle gates. A vague uneasiness of late had caused him to take Crope with him on any of his expeditions. Baralis found a certain reassurance in the huge bulk of his servant. There was one unexpected bonus to this arrangement—the mercenaries looked decidedly intimidated by Crope’s presence.

“I want you to pick up the girl. I know her position. She is southeast of Harvell, four days hard ride.” Baralis’ gaze challenged anyone to doubt his knowledge.

“What about the boy?” asked the leader. Baralis had no intention of letting them know he had no idea where the boy was. He didn’t like anyone to think he might not be infallible.


“I will personally see to the boy myself. He is not traveling with the girl anymore.” Baralis watched with amusement as he saw that his mercenaries were wary of how he knew so much. One final twist of the knife, “When you pick up the girl this time, I strictly forbid you to lay one finger on her. I will not have her raped by mercenaries like a common tavern wench.” Baralis saw the faces of the men register many emotions: amazement, guilt, hatred, and fear. He was not displeased. “Go now, and do not fail me again.”

The men mounted and rode away. Baralis was wondering if he had left it too late. The girl would soon emerge from the forest and begin to encounter towns and villages. Still, he thought, as long as she is away from court there will be no betrothal. Once the girl was caught and in his haven, he could turn his full attention to finding Jack. The dove was weakening and would soon die. The baker’s boy could be leagues away by now; a second bird might be unable to locate him. Baralis was not unduly concerned—a dove was not the only way to search the forest.

“Come, Crope. Let us get out of this bleak wind. There is much for me to do.”

“Will there be anything for me to do, master?” asked Crope, his hand inside his tunic, doubtless holding his precious box. Baralis wondered what was in it—probably his dead mother’s teeth.

“If there is not, I will find you something.” The huge man smiled, and Baralis added, “Something tailored to your unique skills.”

As they walked back to the castle walls, Baralis considered the queen. It was now common knowledge that the king’s health had improved. It was only a matter of time before she would summon him again, and then they would strike a deal.

Baralis and Crope approached a remote section of the castle wall. Baralis’ twisted hands felt carefully for the tiny protrusion in the stone. He caressed it gently and the wall swung open. The smell of dank earth met his nostrils. They stepped into the opening, Baralis closing it straight after, and headed into the dark depths of the castle.


* * *

The assassin watched as the wall sealed itself once more. Watch and wait. It always pays off in the end. Scarl had watched earlier as Baralis and his giant servant had discreetly left the castle. The assassin had been expecting them to return the way they had come. It was with growing interest that he watched master and servant as they veered off from the expected route and walked toward a seemingly unremarkable section of wall.

Scarl was not usually a man given to outward show of emotion, but when he saw Baralis uncover an opening in the wall, he permitted himself a satisfied smile. He sat back among the tall grass and, picking himself a long shoot to chew on, prepared to wait for a while.

After waiting what Scarl deemed to be an appropriate amount of time, he approached the wall. A thorough man, he checked to see he had exactly the right section. Yes, this was it. Two sets of footprints in the damp mud led into the wall: Baralis’ light and, in Scarl’s opinion, stealthy looking prints and Crope’s large and heavy ones.

The assassin ran his fingers lightly over the smooth stone. Nothing. Undeterred, he attempted to repeat the gestures he had seen Baralis make earlier. To aid this ploy, Scarl cleverly placed his feet in Baralis’ own footprints. Once again he ran his hands over the cool gray stone. Still nothing. The assassin was not alarmed; he was a patient man, well suited to his particular line of work. He tried again, this time scanning one stone at a time, his keen eyes searching for something unusual. He could find nothing.

The assassin moved away from the wall and considered his next move. He was sure that the entrance was not warded; he was able to smell out such things. No, there was some practical way to gain access, if he could just think of it. Scarl chewed on his blade of grass, finding its bitter taste pleasing, and regarded the wall.

He desperately wanted to gain access to the entrance; he was sure the castle would be riddled with secret passageways and rooms. All these old castles were built by people who knew the value of a discreet escape. Scarl’s motives were more than just tracking his mark. Scarl loved secrets, underhanded dealing, deception, concealed motives—anything, in fact, that had the low whiff of subterfuge about it.

He had it! Why had he not thought of it sooner? Baralis was over a foot taller than he. He had his feet in the right place, but his hands had not been high enough. He then realized why it had not occurred to him sooner: the enormous Crope had the ability to make anyone appear small, when Baralis was in fact a tall man. Excitement grew in Scarl’s stomach, registering only as a mere tightening of his thin lips.

He returned to the wall, feeling higher this time. The stone was smooth; his fingers trailed its length. There was something, a tiny inconsistency. His fingertips brushed over it, and then back once more. Scarl stepped aside as the wall sprang open.

The assassin stepped into the cavity. A smell old and damp assailed his senses. The darkness enveloped his unready eyes. He checked in his pocket and found flint and tallow—Scarl had been prepared for this event for some time now. With hands as steady as an assassin’s must be, he lit the candle. The light it gave was feeble, barely enough. Scarl began to check the inside wall for a means to close the opening. Some time later, he detected a similar protrusion to that on the outside, and the wall moved back into place.

His eyes gradually became more accustomed to the blackness. Without his candle, he could not have seen anything. Scarl was faced with a choice: left or right. He chose the left. The passage took him downward and soon became a tunnel with rounded sides. The walls were dripping with damp, and pale mosses, of a kind that Scarl had never seen before. Impulsively, he reached out to touch some—it felt soft and springy and left a slight residue on his fingers. Scarl studied the sticky substance and then carefully wiped his fingers clean; one could not be too careful when dealing with strange moss. Although no expert on poison, Scarl was aware that certain mosses were often used in its manufacture.

The tunnel led downward for some time longer, and then there was another branching. Scarl decided to take it and soon came upon a flight of stone steps. He felt sure he must be under the castle by now. The stairway presented him with many options: it twisted around and upward and many passages led off on each new level. When the assassin had ascended enough for his liking, he took one of the passageways. It was long and straight with many doorways, some sealed. He was beginning to realize how vast and intricate the network of tunnels was.

The assassin was full of admiration for the men who must have designed and built it. He was also a little envious of Baralis’ mastery of the system. He, too, yearned to know where all the doors and passages led. He was sure he had seen but a tiny fraction of the whole. Scarl was aware that the maze of tunnels promised access to many forbidden places: bedchambers, supply rooms, meeting areas. He knew well how such an extensive system could be put to great use. The assassin revised his estimation of his mark—Baralis was not only a man of great power, but also of great resources.

He looked ahead, wondering how he could gain access to the inside of the castle. He picked a doorway at random and found himself at a dead end. Knowing that a passage usually leads somewhere, he felt the end wall and, sure enough, his fingers alighted on the tiny lump that marked an opening. Scarl stood to one side as the heavy stone wall drew back without a sound.

He found himself in a part of the castle with which he was unfamiliar. Looking around, he was surprised to find that he was still underground. He had calculated he would be on the first or second floor of the castle. Instead he was in what looked to be an unused dungeon. His gaze took in the old torture devices. There was a rotting, wooden rack, a wheel, a press, and many others.

Scarl looked over the devices with professional interest—before he became an assassin, he had gained some experience in torture. His trained eye told him that the equipment had hardly been used. It was also badly out of date. He had been in Rorn some months ago and had been impressed by the new devices they had there. Rorn was a city which kept abreast of the times.

The assassin looked for a way out of the dungeon, vowing he would make it his business to become familiar with the secret passageways. He was sure they would prove to be useful to him.

Melli noticed that the trees were beginning to thin out. The forest had gradually become less dense: there were more glades and patches of open land. She had even seen the roof of a small cottage the day before. She had been tempted to approach the dwelling, but caution won over curiosity and she had moved on.

She’d been in the woods for ten days now and was surprised at how quickly she had adapted to the ways of the forest. She, Lady Melliandra of the Four Kingdoms, had actually enjoyed sleeping under the stars and drinking water from bubbling streams.

Melli was both excited and anxious about leaving the woods. The forest had in some ways protected her from the worries of the outside world. Things were simple for her: she walked, she ate, she slept. Now there would be other things to deal with: people and money and shelter. She had been lucky with the weather; although chill, it had not snowed, and the thick forest was a natural barrier to the wind. Melli knew snow would come soon, and she realized she would need warmer clothes when it did.

If only her purse had not been stolen! She could have bought a saddle and hastened her journey. As she was now, without her valuables, she did not know what she would do when her food ran out. There was always her horse, but she suspected she would only get a silver or two for him. Besides, she didn’t like the idea of parting with him.

As she walked in the bright cold morning, Melli began to notice signs of human habitation: smoke spiraling upward in the distance, a patch of grass grazed short, a cleared ditch. She quickened her pace, and the forest began to give way to open land. A farmhouse appeared on the rise, and then another one. Melli spotted a dirt track and led her horse onto it.

By afternoon she had approached a small village. It boasted a tavern but no smithy. Melli’s appearance garnered much attention from the village people: the women looked at her with mistrust and the men with speculation. It was apparent to her that she must present a strange sight to the hostile villagers. She still wore her sack over her dress, and instead of a cloak she wore a blanket. She thought her face was clean, for she splashed it with water when she could, but she suspected her hair was a wild tangle.

Noticing the inimical stares, she decided the village would not be a good place to stop. As she passed the last of the buildings, a woman’s voice rang out, clear and shrill, “Good riddance to you. We don’t want your sort here. Go to Duvitt—that’s where your kind belong.” Melli could hardly believe she was being addressed in such a way. All her life she had been spoken to with courtesy and respect. The cruel tone of the woman’s voice caused her more distress than all the days she had been alone in the forest. Determined to be dignified, she did not look back, and she and her horse walked away from the village.

Melli walked through the afternoon, and the road she traveled became wider and better maintained. Eventually, as it began to grow dark, Melli saw in the distance the lights of a town. Not wanting to make the same mistake twice, she took off the woven sack and smoothed her hair as best she could. Sometime later, she entered the town of Duvitt.

Duvitt was enjoying a time of great prosperity. Situated between Harvell and the River Nestor it was in an ideal locale to exploit the war between the Four Kingdoms and Halcus. The past five years had seen a substantial increase in business, as the town catered to the hundreds of soldiers that passed through each week. Although Duvitt was firmly in Four Kingdoms’ territory, the enterprising business owners were not above catering to the needs of the Halcus. And so Duvitt had become an unofficial neutral zone, where a weary soldier in any colors could find lodgings and a cup of cool, albeit rather expensive, ale.

There were of course drawbacks to this arrangement; drunken soldiers find it hard to remain neutral for long, and so there were many violent brawls. Minor property damage and a few dead men were considered a small price to pay for prosperity. The town now boasted more taverns than anywhere else in the Four Kingdoms, and many a tavern owner, in the privacy of his bed at night, prayed that the war would continue indefinitely.

Melli approached the town warily. There were many people in the streets, none of whom gave her more than a second look. She had little idea of what she was going to do. She would perhaps try to trade the few pots and pans Master Trout had included in her purchase. Duvitt seemed bigger to her than Harvell; it was certainly busier. She noticed that many of the people on the streets were soldiers, and this she took as a sign that she had not gone too far off track.

She slowed down, looking for a safe place to leave her horse, wishing that she’d had the sense to tie him to a remote tree or bush before she’d entered the town. Melli decided to risk tying her horse to a wooden fence in plain view of many people, hoping that no one would steal a horse so openly. She smiled a little at her own caution; her horse would hardly be a great prize for a thief.

She hailed a young boy who was passing. “Can you tell me where I might be able to sell some items?”

The boy was immediately interested. “What items?” he asked, feigning casualness.

“Two tin cups and a plate and a copper pot.”

The boy’s interest visibly waned. “You might try Master Huddle, two doors down.” Melli was about to thank the boy, but he was off, looking for more profitable prospects.

She duly followed his advice and entered a small, dirty-looking shop crammed with all manner of wares. The shopkeeper looked at her as she entered, took in the poor condition of her clothes and then ostentatiously ignored her, turning his attention back to his other customer.

“Yes, Mistress Greal, I’ll try and have your boots mended by this time tomorrow.”

“See that you do, sir. And I want a good job, mind, no half stitches.”

“I will personally ensure that my boy does full stitches.”

“Very well. Good night, sir.” The woman turned around and was about to leave when she caught sight of Melli. Her eyes narrowed and she looked Melli up and down. She watched as Melli approached the shopkeeper.


“What d’you want, girl?” demanded the man in an entirely different tone than the one he had just been using.

“I would sell some items,” said Melli with dignity.

“What’ve you got?”

“Two tin cups and a plate and a copper pot.”

“Not interested, girl. Now get out of here!” Melli’s face flushed with anger and embarrassment. She stormed out of the shop and was about to head for her horse when she felt a tap on her arm. She swung around and saw it was the woman customer who had stopped her.

“What’s the rush, deary?” said the woman. “Got no money, no place to stay?” Melli did not reply, and the woman continued, “I can see you’re a pretty girl under all that dirt.” Melli blushed further and tried to move around the woman, who was now blocking her path. The woman stepped ahead of her and spoke once more. “I’ll give you hot food and a bed for the night.”

“Why would you do that?” replied Melli, suspicious of the woman’s intentions.

For the briefest instant, a look of cunning passed over the woman’s face. “I have need of some pots and pans, of course.”

Melli did not believe the woman, but the sound of hot food and a bed was very tempting to her. “Is there somewhere to stable my horse?”

“There most certainly is, my pretty. Follow me. I’ll have a boy see to your horse.”

Melli followed the woman to a large tavern. Seeing Melli’s puzzled look the woman said, “Oh, I have my rooms upstairs. You’ll be staying there with me.” Melli was forced to walk through the tavern to reach the stairs at the back. As they passed one man, he shouted to her companion:

“Mistress Greal, I see you have a new girl.” Mistress Greal did not look very happy at this outburst and hurried her along. Melli wondered what the man had meant by his comment, however she soon forgot about it when Mistress Greal showed her to her room.

“This will be yours, deary. I’ll see about some food and hot water for a bath.” With that she was gone. Melli looked around the small room—it contained a bed, a chest of drawers, and a washstand. The room made Melli feel a little caged in at first, for she had become used to the vast forest as her bedroom.

She started to feel better when Mistress Greal returned carrying a huge tray full of delicious smelling food. There was hot game pie, thick leek soup, a wedge of crumbly white cheese, and crusty bread lavished with butter. To her delight Mistress Greal left her to dine alone, and so she felt free to eat as much as she liked as fast as she liked. When she had eaten her fill, she wrapped the leftovers of pie and cheese in a piece of cloth and tucked them away with her other possessions. Then, as an afterthought, she rummaged in her blanket and found the cups and pot that formed her half of the bargain. She placed them on the chest of drawers: no one would say she did not pay her debts.

Melli drained the last of the tall mug of cider that Mistress Greal had provided with the meal. As a lady of court, she had only been permitted to drink watered wine, and the strong and heady cider of the region went straight to her head. She lay on the bed, noting that it was rather lumpy, and fell fast asleep.

Lord Maybor was not at all happy about what he had to do. He had asked the queen for an audience and she had granted him one. Ten days had passed since the betrothal was agreed upon, and now it seemed it was more unlikely to happen than ever. He paced his room. Damn Melliandra. The girl had made a mockery of his plans, and now he was forced into telling a dangerous lie to the queen.

He regarded his reflection in his shattered mirror. He did not feel his usual satisfaction at the sight of himself in fine robes. Nothing was going right—even the assassin was slow in slitting Baralis’ treacherous throat. Scarl had been much faster the last time he’d commissioned his services. Lord Glayvin was seen to within three days.

Reluctantly Maybor proceeded to the meeting chamber, knocked on the door, and was bidden enter.

The queen held out the royal hand for him to kiss, a warm smile gracing her lips. “Lord Maybor. I take it you are here to discuss the details of the betrothal?”

“I am, Your Highness. But I fear there may be a delay.”

“Delay.” Gone were the queen’s pleasing tones. “What delay? I had hoped to announce the betrothal on Winter’s Eve festival. It was to be a double celebration—the king’s improved health and the announcement of the betrothal to the court. And now you speak to me of delay. I can brook no delay, Lord Maybor.”

Maybor could understand the queen’s nervousness; just last week news had come from Bren of the duke’s advancement. This year alone he’d already conquered three towns to the southeast of the city. The man would soon style himself a king. “Your Highness, my daughter is not well.” Maybor inwardly cursed his daughter once more.

“That is no problem. The marriage will not take place until spring. The betrothal ceremony is a brief one. Surely your daughter could make an effort to attend.”

“Your Highness, Melliandra cannot leave her bed. She has a bad fever and is most seriously ill.” Maybor watched as the queen’s face became grave.

“Maybor, has she the pox? I can not risk marrying Kylock to a girl who has had the pox.” It was well known the pox caused disfigurement and impotence.

“No, Your Highness, it is but a wet fever. She will be well in a few days. That is all I ask for: ten days.”

“Ten days is more than a few, Lord Maybor.” The queen paced the room. “Very well, I will delay it.”

Maybor breathed a sigh of relief. “I have heard that the king’s health has much improved, ma’am.”

“Yes, Lord Baralis has made a medicine that seems to help him a little.” Maybor grew cold. What mischief was Baralis up to now—trying to ingratiate himself with the queen?

“You may leave now, Lord Maybor. I trust I will see you at the Winter’s Eve festival.”

As Maybor made his way back to his chamber, he decided he would meet with the assassin on the morrow and order him to make haste with his task. Baralis was up to no good.


 

 


Eight



Tawl was shaken awake. As he came to, someone splashed icy cold water on his face. “Come on, my friend, wake up.” Tawl opened his eyes.


“Look, he’s awake now. Leave off. The Old Man won’t like it if you treat him too rough, Clem.” Tawl was now being slapped hard on his cheeks.

“I don’t think he’s quite awake enough, Moth.” Tawl felt another sharp blow.

“Clem, his eyes are open. Leave off.” Tawl looked around. He was in a small dark room with two men looming over him. His hands were tied behind his back.

“Head hurtin’ a bit?” The smaller of the two was speaking. “Sorry about that. Clem gets a bit carried away, if you know what I mean. Don’t you, Clem?” The one called Clem nodded. The other man continued, “Nothing personal. The Old Man says bring him in, and we bring him in. Is that right, Clem?” Clem nodded once more. “Course, you’ll have a few beauties on your head, but you know what Clem says?”

“What do I say, Moth?” asked Clem.

“You say, better a lump on your head than a lump in your bed. That’s what you say.”

“That’s what I say, Moth,” repeated Clem.

“Here, we’d better get a move on, can’t keep the Old Man waiting. Will you do the honors, Clem?” The one called Clem produced a huge and deadly-looking knife and cut the rope that tied Tawl’s wrists together.

“Clem’s sorry if he tied you up a bit tight. Aren’t you, Clem?” Clem obediently nodded. “He’s also sorry that he’s going to have to ’fold you. Aren’t you, Clem?” Tawl never got to see Clem’s nod this time, as a thick black cloth was pulled over his eyes. He felt his arm being taken and he was guided out of the room.

“You look a bit stiff, friend. Don’t worry, Clem won’t lead you off a cliff. Will you, Clem?”

Tawl was guided down some stairs and on a journey through somewhere that smelled strongly of human excrement.

“Never mind the smell, friend. It won’t do you any harm. Clem’s spent his whole life down here and it didn’t hurt him. Did it, Clem?”

“No, Moth. Should we go the usual route, or the fancy one?”

“I think the fancy one, don’t you, Clem? I feel like a bit of sea air.” Tawl was guided up some stairs and then into the sunlight. He immediately felt salty sea breezes.

“Weather’s right nice today ain’t it, Moth?”

“You’ve never spoken a truer word, Clem. Beautiful, balmy breezes for so late in the season.”

“You should’ve been a minstrel, Moth.”

“Alas, Clem, if a life of crime hadn’t called, I might have been.”

“It’s minstreling’s loss, Moth.”

Tawl was led down another set of steps and the reek of the sewer returned stronger than ever. After a while their route led upward and the odor became less pervasive. He was then guided through a confusion of twists and turns and was finally brought to a standstill. The scent of fresh flowers assailed his senses.

“The Old Man likes things to smell sweet. Don’t he, Clem? Could you stay with my friend a minute while I tell the Old Man we’re here?”

“Should I take the ’fold off him, Moth?”

“Best wait until the Old Man gives the nod, Clem.” Tawl and Clem waited in silence for a few minutes until Moth returned.


“Take the ’fold off now, Clem, if you would.” Tawl blinked from the light. “Old Man says step inside.” Tawl was pushed gently through a door.

He found himself in a room filled with flowers—a small, old man was sitting by a bright fire.

“Come in, young man. Would you like a cup of nettle tea?” The Old Man didn’t wait for a reply. “Of course you would, eh. Nothing like nettle tea for a swelling of the head. Everyone I bring in swears by it. Of course, to my mind, the best thing to cure anything is the lacus, but you know all about that, young man, don’t you?” The Old Man gave Tawl a shrewd look. Tawl decided his best policy was silence. He watched as the Old Man poured him a cup of greenish-looking tea and handed it to him.

Tawl made no motion to drink the tea. “Come, come, young man, you’ll regret not taking the tea when those lumps swell to the size of your balls.” Tawl reluctantly took the cup of unpleasant-looking liquid. “Sit down, Tawl. You don’t mind if I call you by your name, do you? When you get to my age there’s no time for formalities. I might drop dead at any second.” Tawl secretly thought that he had never seen a healthier looking old man.

“Of course, I’m sorry about the way you were brought in, but I find it’s the best method in the long run. No awkward questions, no unpleasantries. I’m sure you understand.” There was a soft knock on the door and Moth stepped into the room.

“Sorry to interrupt you, Old Man, but Noad’s just told me there’s been a bit of trouble with Purtilan.”

“You know what to do then, Moth.” Moth nodded his head gravely and was about to leave when the Old Man spoke again. “Make it unpleasant, Moth. You and Clem do one of your specials. There’s been far too much trouble in the Market District of late.”

Moth left and the Old Man continued, “You are a man who attracts interest in high places. Do you know that the archbishop of Rorn is having you followed?” The Old Man did not wait for Tawl to answer. “Now whenever the venerable archbishop is interested in a person, I’m interested in that person, too. Especially when that person and I have a mutual friend.” The Old Man was looking rather smug. “Bevlin, the wiseman, is an old, old friend of mine.”

Tawl finally decided to speak. “And what if I have never heard of this Bevlin whom you speak of?”

“You disappoint me, Tawl. I would expect nothing but the truth from a knight of Valdis.” The Old Man crossed the room and chose an orange-colored chrysanthemum from one of the many vases. He drew it to his nose and inhaled deeply. “When you were captured by Tavalisk’s cronies, they found a skin of lacus on you. Now, I have a few resources myself and I managed to obtain that skin. As I suspected, it had Bevlin’s mark upon it.

“Why did you think he gave it to you? Let me explain. Bevlin is no fool; he knew that the lacus skin was marked, and he hoped that his mark might at some time prove useful to you. He has many friends who would aid his causes. Unfortunately, Tavalisk also saw the mark, and that is why you spent a year in one of his dungeons.” The old man replaced the flower in the vase, careful to maintain the arrangement.

“Now, I would help you. I owe many debts to Bevlin and I would pay one back.”

Tawl considered all the Old Man had said, he made a decision and then spoke. “I need a fast ship to take me to Larn.”

The Old Man’s sharp gaze did not falter. “So be it. I will arrange it for you. Is there anything more?”

“I would repay a debt of my own.”

“The girl Megan? I will see she is compensated for her troubles.” Tawl tried to conceal his surprise—was there nothing this man did not know? He was pleased, however, that the Old Man had not questioned his reasons for heading to Larn.

As if reading his thoughts, the Old Man said, “I have no wish to know what you do on Bevlin’s behalf. But I do have two warnings for you. First, I have many contacts throughout the Known Lands, and I know that the knights are no longer welcome in many places and hatred for your order grows. I say keep your circles well covered; they will only bring you trouble.” The Old Man spotted Tawl’s expression. “You’re young and idealistic—you probably can’t see what’s going on.”

“I know the knights are much maligned in Rorn.”


“And rightly so. Tyren is leading them astray. He wants money and power and seeks to gain them while hiding behind a smoke screen of religious fanaticism.”

Tawl stood up to leave. “A man should not be condemned by hearsay alone. Tyren was a friend to me when I needed one most.” The Old Man waved him down.

“Sit down, sit down, I meant no offense. The knights are not my concern. If you choose to follow them, then I am not the man to block your path. You are full of dreams and think that gaining the final circle is all that matters. Let me tell you, I have known many knights and the third circle is just a beginning not an end.” The Old Man gave Tawl a sharp look. “What do you think you’d do once you got it, eh? The sort of great deeds that guarantee your memory outlives your flesh?”

Tawl felt his face flush. It was so near the truth. He hadn’t thought beyond the third circle, except for vague dreams of glory. The future was not for him—the present was the only currency he could safely deal in.

The Old Man smiled pleasantly. “Now where was I?”

“You had two warnings. I am yet to have the benefit of the second.”

“Ah, yes. The second one is this: Larn is a treacherous isle, be wary of the price.”

The Old Man took the cup of nettle from Tawl. “Moth will see to your needs. Unfortunately, he and Clem are out doing a little business at the moment. My boy Noad will escort you. Moth will contact you when it’s all arranged.” The Old Man spoke Noad’s name softly, and a young boy came into the room. The boy led Tawl out, and the Old Man turned back to his fire.

Tawl underwent the same blindfolded, foul-smelling journey, this time without the benefit of sea breezes. The boy led him back to the small dark room, and from the top of a high shelf took Tawl’s long-knife and the curved blade. These he handed to Tawl. “Old Man don’t want you knocked out again.” The boy replaced Tawl’s blindfold and led him up some steps and outside. They walked for a short while and then the boy removed the blindfold.

“Here you go. Turn left at the top of the street and you’ll find yourself in the whoring quarter in no time.” The boy was off, quickly slipping down a thin alleyway.

Tawl followed the boy’s directions and soon found himself in an area he was familiar with. Deep in thought, he made his way back to Megan’s.

Tavalisk was eating plums. He had a bowl full of the deep, purple fruit. He popped one between his pink lips, and as he chewed, its juice dribbled down his chin. He dabbed at it fastidiously with a silk napkin and then spat out the stone onto the floor.

“Enter.” Gamil entered carrying a bowl of hazelnuts.

“Your Eminence’s nuts,” he said, placing them on his desk.

“So, Gamil, what news have you for me today?” Tavalisk selected a fat and shiny plum and placed it between his sharp teeth.

“Our knight has emerged from the Old Man’s clutches.”

“And what state is he in? Was he beaten?” Tavalisk spat out the plum stone in the direction of his sleeping dog.

“I don’t think he was, Your Eminence.”

“Oh, how very disappointing. I wonder what they’re up to?” Tavalisk, having missed the dog with the stone, now shook the little dog awake.

“Well, I can’t say for certain, Your Eminence. Not even you can tell what the Old Man is up to.” Tavalisk was about to bite on another plum, but put it down untouched as he heard Gamil’s words.

“It is not your place to tell me my limitations, Gamil. You would be a fool to think that you are my only source of intelligence.”

Gamil, suitably contrite, bowed his head low. Tavalisk continued. “The Old Man only has power as long as I choose to let him. For the time being his activities undermine Gavelna’s leadership. And it is in my interest to keep the first minister’s authority suitably—” Tavalisk chose the plumpest plum “—contained. I must be the leading power in Rorn. The old duke lives like a hermit, shunning his rightful position as leader. Someone has to fill the void, and it suits me for the moment to let the Old Man and the first minister both think they have. While those two are busy at each other’s throats, I have Rorn to myself.”

The archbishop dabbed at the corner of his mouth with his silk napkin, removing the dribble of plum juice that had escaped his ravenous lips. “Our spy in Castle Harvell—I would have you communicate to him.”

“Certainly, Your Eminence. What would you have me say?”

“I would know who Baralis’ enemies are. That man is trying to wed Kylock to Catherine of Bren, and I need not tell you how little I like the thought of that alliance. Bren is already too powerful. With the kingdoms at its side, the duke would be set to dominate the north. Who knows where the alliance might lead? The two powers could conquer all the territories between. Halcus, Annis, Highwall—before we know it the good duke could be ruling virtually half the Known Lands.”

Tavalisk was feeling quite agitated; he poured himself a cup of fortified wine. He winced as the liquor met his palate: not a good mix with plums. “Not to mention trade. The duke of Bren is up to something with those damned knights. They are looking to steal trade from under our feet. They seek to make Rorn look greedy by charging lower prices. The tactics of charlatans!”

“It is indeed an insidious evil, Your Eminence, to charge a fair price.”

Tavalisk gave Gamil a shrewd look. He took a second sip of wine; it tasted no better than the first. “This situation is very serious indeed. I need to monitor events carefully, and I must have players in place. Baralis will have powerful enemies whom I can contact. Why do something yourself when you can get someone else to do it for you?” Tavalisk took a third sip; the wine, though still bitter, found acceptance on his tongue.

“I will discover who has reason to hate Lord Baralis, Your Eminence.”

“Knowing Baralis as I do, I’m sure there will be more than a few people in Castle Harvell who would wish him ill.” Tavalisk took another gulp of wine. How could he have ever considered this nectar bitter?

“Is there anything more, Your Eminence?”

Tavalisk picked up his dog and handed it to his aide. “Take Comi for a walk in the gardens, Gamil. He hasn’t been out all day and needs to relieve himself.” Gamil flashed Tavalisk a look filled with malice. Tavalisk pretended not to notice.

Once Gamil had left, Tavalisk fetched the platter of nuts and, with a sly smile on his face, proceeded to crack them open.

Today was the day that Jack was going to leave Falk’s den and head east. Jack would be sorry to leave, but he had his own life, and now, thanks to Falk, it appeared more hopeful than before. Life wasn’t as simple as he’d thought, but it was rich with possibilities. His mind had been opened up to other points of view. He was beginning to see that there was more than one way of looking at things, and that beliefs he’d held for years demanded questioning. Falk had given him much to think about, and now he needed time alone to reach his own conclusions.

“Why did you help me that day when I was sick?” asked Jack. They were sitting by the fire, and ale had made them pensive. Falk sipped his drink and remained silent. Jack thought that he had overstepped the boundaries of their peculiar friendship by questioning his motives. He was about to apologize for asking when Falk finally spoke up.

“I cannot lie to you, Jack. I helped you because there was more to you than sight alone.”

“You saw the thing in me that changed the loaves?”

Jack was surprised by Falk’s answer. “No, I am no magician. Only they can spot the potential for sorcery in each other. I am a woodsman—I know the earth not the heavens.”

Jack felt the hair on his neck bristle. He was afraid. “What did you see, then?”

“You are persistent,” said Falk, “I’ll give you that. I helped you the day you fell sick in the rain, because I felt a pulling in my blood. I saw the potential for . . .” Falk looked at the floor, flattening the leaves with his shoe “. . . I cannot say. Destiny escorts you, and given the opportunity, she would lead you to the dance.”

Falk stood up quickly, clearly uncomfortable with the subject of conversation. “Seems you are on your way. I have gifts I would give you.”

Destiny? It seemed to Jack his life had never been more confusing: sorcery, choices to make, and now some shadowy destiny accompanying him. He was a baker’s boy, nothing more. Life had been a lot easier when his only concerns were baking, scribing, and courting.

He ran his hands through his hair, longer than ever now. Master Frallit would have wielded his knife at the sight of it. The kitchen girls had liked it long, though. Not that he was interested in them anymore; a man could hardly be expected to think of women when he had just recovered from a wet fever and was about to set out on a new life. Still, the image of one woman kept playing on his mind: the girl Melli. Even now he could see her perfect skin, almost feel the contours of her body.

He felt a little ashamed of the progress of his thoughts. Women, no matter how much he tried and how pressing his problems were, had a way of insinuating themselves into his thoughts. Why, only minutes ago Falk had told him something important—true, it was a little vague, but important no less—and here he was imaging how Melli would have looked in a low-cut dress!

He laughed out loud and Falk laughed with him. He wasn’t about to ask why Falk laughed along—he feared being told the woodsman could read his thoughts. Which only made him laugh more. It was good to laugh; it was hard to believe there was anything bad in the world that wouldn’t retreat at the sound of laughter.

Falk walked to a corner of the den and knelt down, then lifted a bed of moss to reveal a small pit. He sorted through the contents, found what he wanted, and replaced the moss. Falk came and sat beside Jack once more and started to unwrap several items from their linen swaths.

“You came with nothing, and I cannot let you part that way. I did not save your life for it to be forfeit as soon as you leave.” He handed Jack a small but heavy dagger. “You will need a knife.” Falk unwrapped another item. “You will need a water flask.” The final item was a thick and luxuriant cloak. “You will need warmth.”

Jack was sobered by such generosity. “Falk, I don’t know how to thank you.” He was saved from saying more by Falk, who grunted in a dismissive manner.

“ ’Tis nothing. Though I ask one thing in return.”

“What?”

“Don’t be bitter, Jack. You are young and life has set you a difficult path. Don’t make it worse by blaming others for its course.” The woodsman gave him a look filled with understanding. It was Jack who looked away first.

Satisfied, Falk busied himself with placing food onto a cloth. He then drew the cloth into a sling and tied the cord tightly. A few moments looking through a chest, and he pulled out a pair of boots. He looked at Jack’s feet critically, shaking his head in disbelief. When Falk handed the boots over to him, Jack didn’t know whether to smile or be ashamed. Lastly, Falk gave him a leather purse. “It’s not much,” he said, “a few golds, but it will help you once you clear the forest.”

Jack tried to thank him again, but his words seemed stiff and formal. “I owe you much, Falk. I thank you for your kindness and promise to repay you.”

“I want no thanks and I will have no man beholden to me. I absolve you of any debt or obligation.” Jack tried to think of a suitable reply. Not finding one, he decided silence was his best course.

The two companions left the den, and stood side by side. Although Jack had seen the den from the outside several times before, he could not help but admire it once again. It appeared to be nothing more than a mass of dense bushes. Falk caught Jack looking at it. “I have few things to be proud of, my home is one of them.”

They stood in silence for a few minutes, taking in the beauty of the forest.

Falk surprised Jack by coming forward and placing a light kiss upon his cheek. “I envy you, Jack. You are young and your life is ahead of you—make an adventure of it!” For the last time, Jack could find no words. The two men’s eyes met, and Jack turned and walked away.
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