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Prologue



You know me then? I thought so. It is rare for travellers to journey to the high lands at the start of winter. What are you – a scholar, an historian, both? I know you are no magicker, and you appear to be weaponless. Ah, a storyteller! Well, there is honour in that.


I have been a storyteller for sixty-eight years. Aye, and a magicker of some talent. Not great talent, mind you. But I could work the Dragon’s Egg. Not many could do that right. Have you seen it? Well, perhaps it is not as popular as once it was. But I could make the dragon break clear of the egg, without the shell turning to dust. First the head would come clear, then one tiny, beautiful wing. At last he would ease himself from the shell, and then devour it with tongues of fire. It required great concentration, but I could never get the scales right; they would shimmer and fade.


I cannot do it now, of course. The power is almost gone from me.


So, what stories can I give you?


The Morningstar? Everything is known of him – his courage, his battles, his rescues. There are no new stories.


The truth, you say? Now that is novel. Perhaps unique. Why would you be interested in the truth? Of what use is that to a storyteller? Your listeners will not want the truth. They never do, and they never did. They want heroes, boy. Men of wonder, handsome and tall, men of honour. The Highlanders of legend. They would sweep the truth from the table and stamp it beneath their feet like a beetle. Truth has an ugly face, you see.


There are few still living who remember the Morningstar. Some are blind, some senile. Whisper his name in their ears and you will see them smile, watch the strength flow back into their limbs. That is real magick.


No, you don’t want the truth. And neither do I.


Do you like my house? It was built a half-century ago. I wanted to be able to see the sun rise over the eastern lakes, to watch the new pines grow on the flanks of the mountains. Mostly I wanted a home surrounded by trees – oak, beech and elm. It is a simple house. At least by your standards, for you are a nobleman. How do I know? Your boots alone would cost two years’ wages for a working man. But this house is comfortable. I have three servants, and a local farmer supplies all my food. He charges me nothing, for his grandfather marched with the Morningstar, and his father once sat on the great man’s knee.


Each year at the Harvest Feast, I sing for my supper. I stand at the head of the farmer’s table and I speak of the old days. Do I tell the truth? After a fashion. What I tell them is a history they all know. It is comfortable, it fills them with pride. There is no harm in that.


But the truth? Like a poisoned dagger, boy.


Yet still you want to hear it…


No, I will not speak of those days. You may stay here the night and join me for breakfast in the morning. Then you will go.


Do not be disappointed. I am favouring you with a kindness, though you cannot understand it. You see, the world knows the Morningstar. He lives in the hearts and souls of his people.


You know the song-prayer:




He is the light reborn


that shadows fear, when


night descends on us,


he will be near.





Do I believe that? Of course. I wrote it.


*


Midnight. A time for memories. My visitor is abed, his disappointment shrouded by sleep and the dreams of the young. There is a log-fire behind me, filling the room with warmth and a golden glow. Shadows flicker by the rafters like old ghosts.


It is an effort but I push open the window, dislodging the snow from the sill. The cold, skeletal fingers of winter reach in, whispering against my shirt. I shiver and stare out over the bleak glens to the ice-covered lakes and the mountains beyond.


Steep snow-covered peaks are silhouetted against the moon-bright sky, and I can just make out the trees in their winter coats of fallen cloud. And there is a mist – a Highland mist – stretching into the distance, covering the ice-filled gulleys and the silent glens.


Oh, the Highlands. The people have forgotten now that I ever was Angostin. After sixty-eight years they treat me as if I was born into the old nobility. And I, for my part, have learned all their customs: the Dance of the Swords, the Blessing of the Oak, the slashed palm of Brotherhood. At the celebrations I always wear the war-cloak of the Raubert clan, given me by Raul himself ten years ago.


I wonder sometimes what my family would think of me, were any left alive to see me now. There are no sword dances among the Angostins. So serious are my southern kin, excelling only in battle and in the building of monstrous fortresses of grey stone. A dour people are the Angostins, with an uneasy dislike of song and laughter.


Somewhere a wolf howls. I cannot see him from here.


The truth. How could I begin to tell it? Yet there is a need in me to speak of it, to release it into the air. There is a deep armchair by the fire, covered in soft leather, filled with horsehair. It is a comfortable chair, and I have spent many a long hour in its depths, my head resting on its curved cushions. It is empty now. But I will use the remnants of my power to fashion a listener. I will create a ghost of the future. He shall hear the true tale of the Morningstar.


I do not wave my hands, nor speak the words of power. That is for firelit evenings in taverns, entertaining the gullible. They like to see a magicker perform. But this is no performance, so I will merely concentrate.


There he sits, sculpted in light, crafted from magick, silent and waiting. I have given him an intelligent face, with keen grey eyes, like the nobleman in the guest-room upstairs. And he is young, for it is the young who shape all tomorrows, and only the old and the weary who twist our todays – stunting them, holding them back, making them safe. There he sits, waiting, ghostly and transparent. Once I could have dressed him in purple, and any who saw him would marvel at his appearance. Now he shifts and fades. But that, I suppose, is how a ghost should look.


Where shall I begin, spirit? What would you like to hear?


Naturally he does not answer, but I know what he would be thinking, were he able to think.


Begin at the beginning, storyteller. Where else but Ziraccu?





Chapter One


It is all ruins now but back then, under a younger sun, the city walls were strong and high. There were three sets of walls on different levels, for Ziraccu was an ancient settlement, the first of its buildings raised during the Age of Stone, when neolithic tribesmen built their temples and forts on the highest hills of this Highland valley. Hundreds of years later – perhaps thousands, for I am no expert on matters historical – a new tribe invaded the north, bearing sharp weapons of bronze. They also built in the valley, throwing up walls around the four hills of Ziraccu. Then came the Age of Iron, and the migration of the tribes who now populate the mountains of the north. The painted warriors of Bronze were either killed or absorbed by these fierce new invaders. And they too built their homes in the high valley. And Ziraccu grew. On the highest levels dwelt the rich in marble palaces surrounded by fine gardens and parks. On the next level down dwelt the merchants and the skilled craftsmen, their houses more homely yet comfortable, built of stone and timber. While at the foot of the hills, within the circle of the lower walls, were the slums and tenements of the poor. Narrow streets, stinking with sewage and waste, high houses, old and dilapidated, alleys and tunnels, steps and stairways, dark with danger and bright with the gleam of the robber’s blade. Here there were taverns and inns where men sat silently listening for the Watchmen.


Ziraccu, the merchant city. Everything had a price in Ziraccu. Especially in the years of the Angostin War, when the disruption to trade brought economic ruin to many.


I was young then, and I could weave my stories well. It was a good living, travelling from city to city, entertaining at taverns – and occasionally palaces – singing and magicking. The Dragon’s Egg was always a favourite, and I am sorry it has fallen into disregard in these latter days.


It was an evening in autumn in Ziraccu, and I was hired to play the hand-harp at a wedding celebration in the south quarter. The daughter of a silk merchant was marrying the son of a spice trader. It was more an alliance than a marriage and the bride was far from attractive. I will not dwell on her shortcomings for I was, and am, a gentleman. Suffice to say that her ugliness was not so great as to be memorable. On the other hand I felt great pity for the groom, a fine, upstanding youngster with clear blue eyes and a good chin. I could not help but notice that he rarely looked at his bride, his eyes lingering on a young maiden seated at the foot of the table.


It was not the look of a lascivious man, and I knew instantly that these two were lovers. I felt for them, but said nothing. I was being paid six silver pennies for my performance and this, at the time, was more important than true love thwarted.


The evening was dull and the guests, filled with good wine, became maudlin. I collected my fee, which I hid carefully in a special pocket in my right boot before setting off for my lodgings in the northern quarter.


Not a native of Ziraccu, I soon became lost, for there were no signs to be seen, no aid to the wanderer. I entered an ill-smelling maze of alleys, my heart pounding. My harp was slung over my right shoulder, and any who saw me would recognize the clothes of a bard – bright yellow shirt and red leggings. It would be most unusual to be accosted, for bards were rarely rich and were the only gatherers of news and gossip. We were welcome everywhere – especially those of us who knew a little magick. But – and this is the thought that occupied me – there were always those who knew nothing of tradition. Some mindless robber who would plunge his knife into my belly before he realized his mistake.


Therefore I walked with care through the dark alleyways, drawing myself up to my full height, pulling back my shoulders so as to appear tough, strong and confident. I was not armed – not even with a short knife. Who would need a knife at a wedding?


Several rats scurried across my path and I saw a corpse lying by the entrance to a short tunnel. In the bright moonlight it was easy to see that the corpse had been there for some days. His boots were gone, as was his belt.


I turned away my gaze and strode on. I never did like to look upon corpses. No man needs such a violent, visual reminder of his mortality. And there is no dignity in death. The bladder loosens, the bowels empty and the corpse always assumes an expression of profound idiocy.


I walked on, listening for anything that might indicate a stealthy assassin creeping towards me. A foolish thing to do, for immediately the thought comes to you the ear translates every sound into a footfall, or the whisper of cloth against a wall.


I was breathing heavily when at last I came out on to a main thoroughfare I recognized.


Then the scream sounded.


I am not by nature heroic, but upbringing counts for much in a man’s life and my parents had always made it clear that a strong man must defend the weak. The cry came from a woman. It was not born of pain, but of fear, and that is a terrible sound. I swung round and ran in the direction of the cry; it was a move of stunning stupidity.


Turning a sharp corner into a narrow alley, I saw four men surrounding a young woman. They had already ripped her dress from her, and one of the attackers had loosened his leggings, exposing his fish-white legs and buttocks.


‘Stop that!’ I shouted. Not the most powerful opening line, I’ll admit, especially when delivered in a high-pitched shriek. But my arrival stunned them momentarily and the naked man struggled to pull up his leggings, while the other three swung to face me. They were a grotesque bunch, ugly and filthy, dressed in greasy rags. Fight them? I would have given all I had not to touch them.


One of them drew a dagger and advanced towards me, grunting out some kind of enquiry. The language he used was as foul as his look. The strangest thoughts come to a man in danger, or so I have found. Here was a man with no regard for his appearance. His face and clothes were filthy, his teeth blackened and rotting, yet his dagger was sharp and bright and clean. What is it that makes a man take more care of a piece of iron than his own body?


‘I am a bard,’ I said.


He nodded sagely and then bade me go away, using language I would not dream of repeating.


‘Step away from the lady, if you please,’ I told them. ‘Otherwise I shall call the Watch.’


There was some laughter at this and two of the other three advanced upon me. One sported a hook such as is used to hang meat, while the second held two lengths of wood with a wire stretched between them. The last of them remained with the girl, holding her by throat and hair.


I had no choice but to run – and I would have done so. But fear had frozen my limbs, and I stood like a sacrificial goat waiting for the knife and the hook and the wicked throat wire.


Suddenly a man leapt from the balcony above to land in their midst, sending two of them sprawling. The one on his feet, he of the meat-hook, swung his weapon at the newcomer, who swayed aside and lashed out with a sword-belt he was holding in his left hand. The buckle caught the man high on the left cheek, spinning him from his feet. It was then that I saw that the newcomer was wearing only one boot and was carrying his sword-belt in his hand. Hurling aside his scabbard he drew his blade, lancing it through the neck of his nearest foe. But the first of the villains I had seen rose up behind the newcomer.


‘Look out!’ I cried. Our unknown helper spun on his heel, his sword plunging into the chest of his opponent. I was behind the man, and I saw the blade emerge from his back; he gave a strangled scream and his knees buckled. The warrior desperately tried to tear his sword loose from the man’s chest, but it was stuck fast. The rogue with the throat-wire leapt upon the newcomer’s back, but before he could twist the wire round his intended victim’s throat he ducked and twisted, hurling his attacker into a wall. As the villain rose groggily the newcomer took two running steps, then launched himself through the air feet first, his one boot cracking against the base of the man’s neck and propelling his face into the wall. There was a sickening thud, followed instantly by the crunching of bones. The sound was nauseating, and my stomach turned.


The last of the villains loosed his hold on the girl, throwing her to the ground and sprinting away into the shadows. As the girl fell she struck her head on the cobbles. I ran to her, lifting her gently. She moaned.


‘You bastard! I’ll see you dead! You’ll not escape me!’ shouted a voice from an upper window. I glanced up to see a bearded man upon the balcony. He was hurling abuse at the newcomer.


It did not seem to perturb the fellow. Swiftly he wrested his sword clear of the corpse, then gathered his second boot which was lying some distance away against a wall.


‘Help me with her,’ I ordered him.


‘Why?’ he asked, pulling on his boot.


‘We must get her to safety.’


‘There he is! Take him!’ screamed the man on the balcony. The sound of running footsteps came from the alley.


‘Time to go,’ said the newcomer with a bright smile. At once he was on his feet and running.


Armed men rushed into sight and set off after him. The officer of the Watch approached me. ‘What is happening here?’ he asked.


I explained briefly about the attack on the girl, and of our sudden rescue. He knelt by the still unconscious woman, his fingers reaching out to feel the pulse at her throat. ‘She’ll come round,’ he said. ‘Her name is Petra. She is the daughter of the tavern-keeper, Bellin.’


‘Which tavern?’


‘The Six Owls; it is quite close by. Come, I’ll help you carry her there.’


‘Who is the man you are chasing?’


‘Jarek Mace.’


He said the name as if it was one I should know, but when I professed ignorance he smiled. ‘He is a reaver, a thief, an adulterer, a robber – whatever takes his fancy. There is no crime he would not commit – if the price were worth the risks.’


‘But he came to our aid.’


‘I doubt that. We had him cornered and he ran. I would guess he jumped from the window to escape us – and landed in the midst of a fight. Lucky for you, eh?’


‘Extraordinarily lucky. Perhaps it was fate.’


‘If fate is kind to you, bard, you will not meet him again.’


That was the first time I saw the Morningstar.


*


The officer of the Watch was a kindly man. I do not recall his name, but I remember how he covered the unconscious girl with his grey cloak before lifting her into his arms. I thought this a gallant act. He was a strong man, and had no need of my assistance as we walked through the alleys, coming at last to a wider street where three inns were situated. The Six Owls was centrally placed, the building – three floors high – stretching across an arched tunnel that led to the stables. Heavy curtains covered the many ground-floor windows, but the sound of raucous singing could be heard from within.


We took Petra, who was by now recovering, to a door at the rear and entered a wide kitchen. Two middle-aged women ran forward as they saw the girl but the officer comforted them, his voice soothing.


A serving girl ran to fetch the owner of the tavern, a colossal man named Bellin. Bald as a rock and round as he was tall, his arms were huge, his face moon-shaped and pale.


‘What’s this? What’s this?’ he boomed, his small brown eyes glinting with what I took to be ferocity.


‘This gentleman rescued the young lady,’ said the officer. ‘She was being attacked by a gang of ruffians. I fear they were intent on rape. But no harm has been done.’


‘They didn’t…?’ began Bellin.


‘No,’ the officer answered.


‘The gods be praised,’ said the innkeeper, stepping forward and taking his daughter into a suffocating embrace. Her senses had returned and she looked towards me. Easing herself clear of her father’s arms, she curtseyed prettily. She did not seem in the least troubled, and I guessed then that she had recovered far more swiftly than any of the men had guessed. Her eyes were upon me and I thought I saw an invitation there, but I was young then and found it hard to believe that any attractive girl would give me a second glance.


‘I thank you, sir, for your kindness and your bravery,’ she said. What could I say? I recall mumbling some nonsense and wishing I was gone. The innkeeper moved his great bulk towards me, then thumped me on the shoulder. It was the most painful moment of the night, but I grinned foolishly and basked in their praise. ‘Where did this happen?’ asked Bellin. Petra took hold of the officer’s arm.


‘Baker’s Alley,’ she said swiftly. I saw the officer’s reaction and knew at once that this was not the place of the incident. But he said nothing, and neither did I.


It seemed the young lady had been visiting her grandmother, having taken a basket of pies and fruit for the old woman. It was a fine story, but both the officer and I knew she had detoured to meet some young suitor. The officer waited while Petra removed herself to her room to dress, but when she returned his cloak he bowed and left to resume his duties. After he had gone I asked Bellin if he could supply directions back to the inn where I had purchased lodgings. When I named the place he guffawed.


‘You cannot stay in such a cockroach-infested hovel,’ he insisted and offered me, free of charge, his best guest-room, slipping two gold coins into my hand as he ushered me through the main drinking hall. I am ashamed to say that I did not even make a polite attempt to refuse either.


But then times were hard in Ziraccu.


The room was low-ceilinged and boasted two windows, one narrow and leaded, the other large and leading to a small balcony. The bed was softer than I liked, but the mattress was thick and clean. There was a table, four leather covered chairs, and a stool set before the stone fireplace. A fire had been recently lit, and the room was still cold. I sat down upon the stool and sipped a goblet of fine wine.


These lodgings were far better than those for which I had paid. Banking the fire, which by now had fulfilled its purpose and warmed the room, I took off my coat and undershirt, laying them carefully upon the back of a chair. The boots, complete with the wedding silver and the two gold coins, I left under the bed.


All in all it had been a fine day. It was not often that a bard was treated like a hero and, though I find compliments embarrassing, I am forced to admit that I enjoyed the praise. There was a little guilt also, for it was not I but Jarek Mace who had saved the girl. But I consoled myself with the thought that it was I, Owen Odell, who had first rushed to her rescue.


A copper warming-pan had been left in the bed. I removed it, slid under the heavy blankets and closed my eyes, seeing again the tall man leaping to our aid. I have seen many troupes of dancers in my life, yet rarely have I watched so graceful a human being. He had moved with great economy, always in balance, his confident skills wondrously displayed.


I pictured him again in my mind. Somewhat above six feet tall, wearing a common soldier’s jerkin of dark leather and beneath it a white blouse with puffed sleeves, slashed with … silk? Probably. But his dark leggings were of cheap wool, frayed at the knee, and his boots were those of a cavalryman. You know the old style, worn high over the knee to protect the rider, but folded down when afoot. Expensive boots.


A curious mixture, to be sure! But could I make a song of it? The hero bard and the wolfshead swordsman.


I doubted it, for there was no suitable ending. The swordsman had not fallen in love with the girl, and the tale was too swift in the telling.


Snuggling down, I slept without dreams until somewhere close to dawn.


I was awakened by a hand that closed over my mouth. ‘Do not cry out, goat-face, or I shall slit your throat!’


The hand moved away from my mouth, but I felt the point of a dagger against my neck. The room was dark and I could see nothing save a black silhouette above me.


‘What do you want?’ I managed to ask.


‘The gold. Where is it?’


‘Gold? What are you talking about?’


‘Don’t bandy words with me! I rescued the wench, the reward should be mine.’


‘Jarek Mace?’


‘You know me?’ asked the man, surprised. Stepping back from the bed, he opened a tinder-box and struck his flint. Flames sprang up within the iron box. Lighting a taper from them, he moved to the three lanterns hanging upon the whitewashed walls. Soon the room was bathed in light and I sat up, watching him. He was wide-shouldered yet narrow of hip, long-legged and – as I have said – exceedingly graceful in his movements. His hair was light brown, worn long to the shoulder but cropped above the eyes. There was nothing special about the shape of his head, or his eyes or mouth, yet the combination of his features created a remarkably handsome face. Turning back to the bed he grinned, and such was the power of the smile that I returned it. Pulling up a chair he sat beside me. ‘I have seen you before,’ he announced. ‘You do magicker’s tricks and tell stories.’


Thus was my life described – and irritation began to grow within me. I had been called goat-face and my skills, which I had given some fifteen of my twenty-five years to learn, had been dismissed in one short sentence.


However, I felt it wise to bear in mind that my unwelcome guest was a known killer of men and was currently sitting alongside me holding a sharp dagger. ‘My name is Owen Odell.’


‘I don’t care about that, bard. But how do you know of me?’


‘The officer of the Watch told me your name – soon after you rescued me.’


‘Ah! Then you accept my point? As the rescuer, the gold is mine.’


‘It was given to me,’ I pointed out. His expression hardened and he lifted the dagger, tapping my naked arm with the tip.


‘Let us not quibble, master Odell. I do not wish to kill you, but it would not worry me overmuch. I have killed men for less than two gold coins.’


‘You couldn’t possibly kill me,’ I said.


‘Really?’ he answered, the dagger point rising to rest on my neck. ‘Pray explain?’


‘You saved my life.’


‘What has that got to do with it?’


‘There are many religions which point out that a rescued man is the responsibility of the rescuer. Our lives are now linked.’


‘I am not a religious man – nor especially patient. And if you do not surrender the gold to me at once I shall sever whatever links there are with this dagger.’


The words were spoken with great sincerity. I glanced around the room. My clothes had been thrown from the chair, and the drawers of the small dresser lay open. My boots had been pulled from beneath the bed and were lying by the fire. ‘You have searched the room, and you can see that I am naked. There is no money here; I spent it.’


‘You lie! He gave you two gold coins.’


‘Indeed he did.’


‘It is not possible for you to have spent such an amount in such a time.’


‘I paid for this room for a month.’ The lie came easily to me, yet I felt no guilt – for this, I understood, was a kind of game, a battle of wits. I was sure that in such a contest I could outwit the fellow.


‘Right – you die,’ he said, rising. Before I could speak he pushed me to my back, his dagger pressing against the base of my throat. ‘Last chance,’ he told me cheerfully.


‘It’s in my boot,’ I said.


‘I am losing patience. I’ve already looked in your boots.’ The dagger point nicked the skin and I felt the blood flow.


‘There is a special pocket,’ I told him.


He moved away from me and knelt by the boots, examining them. ‘Clever,’ he muttered, finding the pocket and tipping out the contents.


‘The silver is mine!’ I said, rolling from the bed.


‘Wrong. You tried to cheat me. You deserve to lose it all.’


‘That is hardly fair!’ I argued.


‘It is not my business to be fair. I am a thief.’


There was a certain logic to the argument which was hard to dispute, but my temper was rising. As I said I am not by nature heroic, but neither am I cursed with cowardice. The gold I would not fight for, but the silver was mine and well-earned. I saw his eyes narrow, and I knew he had read my intentions. I would not say he was alarmed, but I am not a small man and in those days, filled with the strength of youth, I would have been no easy victim.


‘Do not be foolish now,’ he warned me. ‘You could die here!’


I was about to leap upon him when I heard the sounds of footsteps upon the stairs. Then soft tapping came at the door. ‘Are you awake?’ called Petra.


‘Yes,’ I answered. I heard Jarek curse softly, and watched with relief as he slipped the dagger back into its sheath.


The door opened and she stepped inside. Her blonde hair was brushed back now and braided, and she wore a flared skirt and a pretty blouse of blue wool and linen. ‘Oh!’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t realize you had some…’ Then she recognized him. ‘It is you! Oh, Jarek!’ she cried, running forward to embrace him.


‘That’s the kind of welcome I like,’ he said, mystified.


‘You rescued me … and I thought you didn’t care. You were so fearless. My father has put aside five gold pieces for you as a reward – if that is all right? I would not wish you to feel insulted.’


‘Insulted? Not at all. It would hardly be civil to refuse. Is he awake?’


‘No. I am always the first to rise. I milk the cows. I just wanted to … thank the bard.’


‘Of course you did,’ he said smoothly. ‘And your father awakes at…?’


‘It will be several hours yet. But sit down with your friend and I shall bring you an early breakfast. Cold meat and cheese, with some fruit? And of course a jug of the best ale.’


‘Very kind,’ he told her, bowing once more. She curtseyed and backed out of the room.


‘My silver and gold, if you please?’


‘What?’


‘There are six silver pieces,’ I explained, ‘and two gold coins. If you wish to keep them, you can. But I shall tell the girl’s father of the attempted robbery – and of the fact that your rescue was merely an accident as you tried to escape the Watch. On the other hand, return to me my coins and you will be the richer by a breakfast and five gold pieces.’


He chuckled then and tossed my money on the bed. ‘I like you,’ he said. ‘I may kill you one day, but I like you.’


*


I have known many men of violence in my long life – cruel men, brave men, evil men, noble men. Never have I met any who matched the complex amorality of the Morningstar. That first meeting remains etched in my mind. I can still see the dawn light seeping into the night sky, and my guest kneeling before the embers of the fire expertly blowing the dying coals to life and adding fuel. I can taste the dark bread that Petra brought, fresh and warm from the tavern bakery.


Why that meeting should remain so clear, while other, greater events are lost in the misty recesses of memory, is a mystery to me. We sat and talked like old friends, discussing the weather and the state of the war. He had been a soldier in the army of the King, but had despaired of the generals and their stupidity. After one defeat too many he had deserted. I am not now – nor ever was – a lover of wars. I see no need for them. And this one was more foolish than most.


These northern lands had been conquered by the Angostins more than two hundred years before, and all the nobility were now of their race. It was a complicated issue, but let me explain swiftly. This large island of ours had once been split in two, the lush south ruled by the Ikenas and the barren, mountainous north by Highland tribes, mostly of Pictish and Belgaic origin. Then the Angostins crossed the narrow sea and conquered the Ikenas. This third force was led by Villem, the Battle King, an Angostin prince of great strategic skill. He crushed his enemies without pity and crowned himself King of Ikena. His descendants attacked the north and conquered this also. But as the years passed the Highland nobles – all now Angostins and thus lovers of battle – decided to set their own King upon a throne in the north. This led to civil war.


Why was it more foolish than most? Well, think of it, an army of conquered Ikenas led by Angostins from the south, against a force of conquered Highlanders led by Angostins from the north. The slaughter was great among Ikenas and Highlanders, while the Angostins in their mighty armour were rarely slain. When captured, they were held for ransom and later released after enjoying banquets in their honour served by their captors – many of whom were distant cousins of their prisoners. Nonsense….


And grisly nonsense at that.


Jarek Mace, at first a foot-soldier in the army of the south, had deserted to join the army of the north as a cavalryman. The pay was better, he said, but the generals worse. It was while talking about the war that I began to notice changes in his speech patterns. When angry his voice would lose its cultured tone and he would fall into the slang I had heard south of the border. It was thus when he spoke of the generals and the butchery that was the Angostin War. But at other times he would sound like a minor Angostin noble. He was a great mimic.


‘Why are the Watch seeking you?’ I asked him.


He chuckled. ‘You remember the bearded fellow at the balcony window? I paid court to his wife. A pretty young thing she is, full-breasted and never happier than when on her back, legs spread.’


‘I do not appreciate coarse language,’ I told him sternly, ‘especially when speaking of a lady.’


‘I shall bear that in mind, bard. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. I met her in the marketplace. She was looking at some Frankish jewellery. I spoke to her and we struck up an instant friendship. One of the pleasures of life is striking up instant friendships with women. Anyway, I walked her to her home and noted, as a man will, that several large trees grew close to the south of the house, their branches touching the walls at many points. The house itself was stone built. Not exactly a palace, but there were many ornate carvings in the stone. That evening I climbed into the house and found my way to her room. Her husband was absent. I woke her and declared – as one must – my undying love for her, and enjoyed a fine night.’


‘You are in love with her?’


‘Did I say I was?’


‘That is what you told her.’


He smiled and leaned back in his chair. ‘I see you are not a man of the world, bard. Have you never slept with a woman?’


‘That is a singularly intrusive and impertinent question,’ I told him.


‘Then you have not. I see. Is it boys, then?’


‘It is not! How dare you?’


‘Oh, I am not criticizing, man. I was merely trying to ascertain your knowledge of affairs of the loins. There are rules, you see, governing all things. If you wish to bed a lady, you must first declare your love. If you wish to bed a peasant, you must first declare your wealth. You understand? Well, this one was a lady. So I told her I loved her.’


‘And she believed you?’


‘Of course. She wanted me in her bed – I knew that from the first moment in the marketplace.’


‘What happened?’


He sighed. ‘Women play by different rules. She decided she wanted to run away with me, to live in some distant place where we could walk naked among the flowers, or suchlike. In short she became boring. So I left her.’


‘And then?’


‘It always happens. Her love turned to anger and she told her husband about me. It is partly my fault – I should not have taken all her jewellery. But I had gambling debts and, anyway, I think I earned some reward for the pleasure I gave her.’


‘You stole her jewels? What kind of a man are you?’


‘I thought we had decided that question. I am a thief.’


‘It sounds to me as if you broke her heart.’


‘I never touched her heart,’ he said, with a chuckle. He stood and walked to the window, gazing out over the city. ‘This will not last long,’ he whispered, his voice losing its lightness of tone.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Ziraccu is finished. The war will come here. Siege-engines will sunder the walls, armed troops will rampage through the streets.’


‘But this is not a battlefield,’ I said.


‘The Ikenas have a new King. Edmund, the Hammer of the Highlands he calls himself. He says he will not rest until the northern kingdom is overcome. I believe he means it. And that will mean new rules of engagement.’


‘How so?’


‘A lot more death, bard,’ he said cheerfully. ‘You can forget about set battles and ransomed knights. This Edmund believes in victory and he’ll not stop until all his enemies are wormfood. Mark my words. He’ll attack the cities and raze them. He’ll end the Angostin Wars once and for all. But I’ll not stay to see it. I have no wish to be trapped here like a rat in a pipe.’


‘Where will you go?’


‘Somewhere where the women are warm and the gold is plentiful.’


I wonder if there is such a place,’ I said, forcing a smile. ‘But tell me, how did you know I received two gold coins reward?’


‘Bellin’s wife whispered it to me just after … but you don’t want to hear about that.’


‘His wife?’


‘Yes. Nice woman. Very open. But I’d love to have her and the daughter in the same bed. Now wouldn’t that be a pretty sight?’


‘No, it would not. And you are a disgraceful man.’


‘I try,’ he said, laughing aloud.





Chapter Two


Jarek Mace received his reward from the innkeeper and, with a fine smile and a wave, walked away from the tavern. I felt a sense of loss at the time, and could not understand it. But life moved on. I stayed several days at the Six Owls, and even entertained the regulars on my last night.


They were common men and women and I did not bore them with the Dragon’s Egg, which is for the cultured. I gave them what they required – the Dancing Virgin. It is a simple piece of magick involving a silver tray which floats in the air while a girl, no taller than a man’s forearm, dances upon it, her body swathed in shimmering veils of silk.


It was not a great success, for there are many talented magickers who have debased the piece, introducing male partners and allowing them to simulate copulation. I could, of course, have duplicated such a scene – indeed, achieved a far more powerful display of the erotic. But I had always felt it wrong to pander to the lust of the mob. There were several coarse shouts during my performance which unsettled my concentration, but I continued and finished the display with a burst of white fire, a glowing ball that circled the room before exploding with a mighty bang.


Even after this the audience was apathetic in its applause, and I leapt from the table and walked to the long bar feeling somewhat depressed.


Few understand the emotional strain of magicking, the sense of fatigue and weariness of the soul that follows a performance. I drank heavily that night and it was very late when Bellin informed me that he would need my room for guests arriving the following day.


It seemed I had outstayed my welcome.


For the next few months I performed at several weddings and two funerals. I like funerals; I enjoy the solemnity and the tears. I do not mean to sound morbid, but there is something sweet and uplifting about grief. The tears of loved ones are more powerful than any epitaph on a man’s life. I have seen the funerals of great men, with many carriages following the hearse. Great speeches are made, but there are no tears. What kind of a life must it have been that no one cries for you? There is an eastern religion which claims that tears are the coins God accepts to allow a soul into heaven.


I greatly like that idea.


Man being what he is, of course, the eastern men pay people to cry for them at their funerals.


However, I digress. The months flowed by and I struggled to earn enough money to pay for my meagre requirements. The war was affecting everyone now. Food was in short supply and the prices rose. The Ikenas King, Edmund, had been true to his word. His army swept through the land like a forest fire, destroying towns and cities, crushing the armies of the north in several pitched battles, coming ever closer to Ziraccu.


There were tales of horror, of mutilation and torture. A nunnery, it was said, had been burnt to the ground, the Abbess crucified upon the main gates. Several noblemen captured at the Battle of Callen had been placed in iron cages on the castle walls, and left to die of cold and starvation.


The Count of Ziraccu, one Leonard of Capula, declared the city neutral and sent emissaries to Edmund. The emissaries were hanged, drawn and quartered. Left with no choice but to fight Leonard began hiring mercenaries to defend the walls, but no one believed they could resist the might of the southern Angostin army.


It was not a good time to be a bard. Few wanted to hear songs of ancient times, nor listen to the music of the harp. What they desired was to realize their capital and head for the ports, setting sail to the continent where the baying of the hounds of war would not carry.


Houses were being sold in Ziraccu for a twentieth of their worth and rich refugees left in their hundreds every day.


I had intended to wait in Ziraccu until the spring, but on the seventh day of midwinter – having not eaten for several days – I realized the time had come to make my way north.


I had no winter clothing and stole a blanket from my lodgings which I used as a cloak. I wrapped my hand-harp in cloth, gathered my few possessions and climbed from the window of my room, sliding down the roof and jumping into the yard.


The snow was deep everywhere and I was faint from hunger by the time I reached the northern gate. Three sentries, sitting around an iron brazier glowing with coals, were eating warmed slices from a large meat-pie. The smell of beef and pastry made my head spin, and I asked them for a slice. Naturally they refused, but recognizing me for a bard and a magicker, told me they would give me food if I performed well. I asked them what kind of performance they required.


They wanted the dancing girl and her partner – several partners in fact.


I learned then that principles rarely survive an empty belly, and for a large slice of meat-pie I gave them what they required. No subtlety, no silken veils. A small orgy performed above a brazier of coals. Warmer, and with a full belly, I walked out into the night, leaving the lights of Ziraccu behind me.


When I reached the foothills I turned for one last look at the city. Lanterns were glowing in the windows of the houses on the heights, and Ziraccu appeared as a jewelled crown. The moon hung above the highest hill of the city, and spectral light bathed the marble walls of the count’s palace. It was hard to believe, in that moment, that this was a country at war. The mountains loomed in the distance, proud and ageless, in what seemed a great circle around Ziraccu. It was a scene of great beauty.


Two months later the city was conquered by Edmund and his general, Azrek.


The slaughter was terrible.


*


But on that night all was quiet and I walked for upwards of an hour towards the distant forest. The temperature had plummeted to well below freezing, but a magicker has no fears of the cold. I cast a small spell which warmed the air trapped within my clothing and strolled on.


The night was clear, the stars bright. There was no breeze and a wonderful silence lay upon the land. There is such beauty in night-snow, it fills the soul with music. I had a need upon me to lose the images I had created for the guards, and only music could free me. I waited until I had reached the outskirts of the forest; then I found a hollow, cleared away a section of snow and magicked a fire. There are some who can hold the Fire spell for hours, never needing fuel. I could not achieve this, but I could maintain the flames for long enough to burn into gathered wood. I found several broken branches and added them to my flames. Soon I had a fine, small blaze. I did not need the heat but there is a comfort in fire, especially in lonely places. I did not fear trolls or demons, for they rarely came close to the habitats of Man, and I was but two hours from Ziraccu and still on the trade route. But there were wolves and wild boar in the forest and my fire, I hoped, would keep them from me.


Unwrapping my harp I tuned the strings and then played several melodies, tunes of the dance, light and rippling. But soon the unheard rhythms of the forest made themselves known to me and I began to play the music the forest wished to hear.


I was inspired then, my fingers dancing upon the strings, my heart pounding to the beat, my eyes streaming tears. Suddenly a voice cut through my thoughts, and my heart lurched inside my chest.


‘Very pretty,’ said Jarek Mace. ‘It will bring every robber within miles to your fire!’


His appearance had changed since last I saw him. He had grown a thin moustache and a small beard shaped like an arrowhead; it gave him a rakish, sardonic look. His hair had been expertly cut, and he wore a headband of braided leather. His clothes were also different, a sheepskin cloak with a deep hood, a woollen shirt edged with leather and a deerhide jerkin. His boots were the same, thigh-length, but he had gained a pair of leather trews that glistened as if oiled. A scabbarded longsword was belted at his waist and he carried a longbow and a quiver of arrows. He was every inch the woodsman.


‘Well, at least one robber has been brought to my fire,’ I muttered, angry at the intrusion.


He grinned and sat down opposite me, laying his bow against the trunk of an oak tree. ‘Now who would rob you, bard? You are all bones and your clothes are rags. I’ll wager there is nothing left in the pocket of your boot?’


‘That’s a wager won,’ I told him. ‘I did not expect to find you here.’


He shrugged, ‘I stayed for a while in Ziraccu, then headed north after the suicide.’


‘Suicide? What suicide?’


‘The woman whose jewels I stole. The stupid baggage tied a rope to her neck and threw herself from the staircase. After that they were really after my blood. I can’t see why, I didn’t ask her to do it.’


I sat and looked at him in disbelief. A woman who had loved him so desperately that she had killed herself when he left her. And yet he showed no remorse, or even sorrow. Indeed I don’t think the event touched him at all.


‘Did you feel nothing for her?’ I asked him.


‘Of course I did; she had a wonderful body. But there are thousands of wonderful bodies, bard. She was a fool and I have no time for fools.’


‘And who do you have time for?’


He leaned forward, holding his hands out to the fire. ‘A good question,’ he said at last. But he did not answer it. He seemed well-fed and fit, though he carried no pack or blankets. I asked him where he was staying, but he merely grinned and tapped his nose.


‘Where are you heading?’ he asked me.


‘I am heading north.’


‘Stay in the forest,’ he advised. ‘The Ikenas fleet attacked Torphpole Port and landed an army there. I think the forest will be safer for a while. There are plenty of towns and villages here, and the tree-line extends for two-hundred miles. I can’t see the Ikenas invading it; it will be safer than the lowlands.’


‘I need to earn my bread,’ I told him. ‘I do not wish to become a beggar, and I have little skill at husbandry or farming. And anyway a bard is safe – even if there is a war.’


‘Dream on!’ snapped Mace. ‘When men start hacking away with swords no one is safe, not man, woman nor child. It is the nature of war; it is bestial and unpredictable. Face it, you are cut off here. Make the best of it. Use your magick. I’ve known men walk twenty miles to see a good, ribald performance.’


‘I do not give ribald performances,’ I told him curtly, the memory of the meat-pie display surging from the recesses of my mind.


‘Shame,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you would consider the shell game? A magicker ought to be magnificent at it. You could make the pea appear wherever the least money was bet’.


‘Cheat, you mean?’


‘Yes, cheat,’ he answered.


‘I … I … that would be reprehensible. And anyway the magick would soon fade if I put it to such use. Have you no understanding of the art? Years of study and self-denial are needed before the first spark of magick can be found in a soul. Years! It cannot be summoned for personal gain.’


‘Forgive me, bard, but when you perform in taverns is that not for personal gain?’


‘Yes, of course. But that is honest work. To cheat a man requires … deceit. Magick cannot exist in such circumstances.’


He looked thoughtful for a moment, then added several small sticks to the fire. ‘What of the Dark Magickers?’ he asked. ‘They summon demons and kill by witchery. Why does their magick not leave them?’


‘Shh,’ I said, alarmed. ‘It is not wise to speak of such as they.’ Hastily I made the sign of the Protective Horn and whispered a spell of Undoing. ‘They make pacts with … unclean powers. They sell their souls, and their power comes from the blood of innocents. It is not magick, but sorcery.’


‘What is the difference?’


‘I could not possibly explain it to you. My talents are from within and will harm no one. Indeed they could not cause pain. They are illusions. I could make a knife and thrust it into your heart. You would feel nothing, and no harm would come to you. But if … one of them were to do the same, your heart would be filled with worms and you would die horribly.’


‘So,’ he said, ‘you will not play the shell game? Well, what else can you do?’


‘I play the harp.’


‘Yes, I heard that. Very… soulful. Sadly, bard, I think you are going to starve to death. Gods, it is cold!’ Adding more fuel to the fire, he once more held out his hands to the flames.


‘I am sorry,’ I said, ‘I have forgotten my manners.’ Lifting my right hand I pointed at him and spoke the words of minor enchantment that warmed the air within his clothes.


‘Now that is a talent!’ he exclaimed. ‘I hate the cold. How long will the spell last?’


‘Until I fall asleep.’


‘Then stay awake for a few hours,’ he ordered me. ‘If I wake up cold I’ll cut your throat. And I mean that! But if I sleep warm I’ll treat you to a fine breakfast. Is it a bargain?’


‘A fine bargain,’ I told him, but he was immune to sarcasm.


‘Good,’ he said, and without another word stretched himself out on the ground beside the fire and closed his eyes.


I leaned back against the broad trunk of an oak tree and watched the sleeping man, my thoughts varied but all centred on Jarek Mace. My life as a bard and a storyteller had been filled with tales of men who looked like Jarek, tall and spectacularly handsome, confident and deadly in battle. It had almost become second nature in me to believe that a man who looked like him must be a hero. Part of me still wanted … needed … to believe it. Yet he had spoken with such lack of care about the poor dead woman back in Ziraccu. I did not know her, yet I could feel her grief as she tied the noose around her neck. I tried to tell myself that he did care, that he felt some sense of shame but was hiding it from me. But I did not believe it then, and I do not believe it now.


He had been drawn to my fire by the sound of the harp, but he had come to rob a lone traveller. And had I been carrying a coin I don’t doubt he would have taken it and left me, throat slit, on the snow of the forest floor.


Now he lay still, his sleep dreamless, and I, frightened of his threat, remained awake, my spell keeping him warm.


I thought back to our conversation, and realized that I had seen yet another Jarek Mace. His speech patterns were subtly altered. In Ziraccu he had sounded – for the most part – like an Angostin, except in those moments when anger flared and his voice had lost its cultured edge. Now, in these woods his speech carried the slight burr of the Highlander. I wondered if he even realized it. Or did he, like the chameleon, merely adjust his persona to suit his surroundings?


A badger moved warily across the hollow, snuffling at the snow. She was followed by three cubs, the last of whom approached the sleeping man. I created a small globe of white light that danced before the cub’s eyes, then popped! The cubs scampered away and the mother cast me a look that I took to be admonishment. Then she too disappeared into the bleak undergrowth.


I was hungry again – and growing cold. Two spells of Warming were hard to maintain. Banking up the fire, I moved closer to the flames.


My father’s castle on the south coast would be warm, with heavy velvet curtains against the narrow windows, huge log-fires burning in the many hearths. There would be wine and spirits, hot meats and pastries.


Ah, but I forget, ghost! You do not yet know me, save as the threadbare bard. I was the youngest of three sons born to the second wife of the Angostin count, Aubertain of WestLea. Yes, an Angostin. Neither proud nor ashamed of it, to be sure. My eldest brother, Ranuld, went to live across the sea, to fight in foreign wars. The second, Braife, stayed at home to manage the estates, while I was to have entered the church. But I was not ready to wear the monk’s habit, to spend my life on my knees worshipping a God whose existence I doubted. I ran away from the monastery and apprenticed myself to a magicker named Cataplas. He had a twisted back that gave him constant pain, but he performed the Dragon’s Egg like no one before or since.


That then was me, Owen Odell, an Angostin bard who in that dread winter was unable to make a living and who was sitting against a tree, growing colder by the moment, while his powers were being expended on a heartless killer who slept by his fire.


I was not a happy man as I sat there, hugging my knees, my thin, stolen blanket wrapped tight around my bony frame.


An owl hooted in the branches above me and Jarek stirred but did not wake. It was very peaceful there, I recall, beneath the bright stars.


*


Towards dawn Jarek awoke, yawned and stretched. ‘Best sleep I’ve had in weeks,’ he announced. Rolling to his feet, he gathered his bow and quiver and set off without a word of thanks for my efforts. My power had faded several hours before and I had barely managed to keep Mace warm, while I was almost blue with cold. With shivering hands I threw the last small sticks on the fire and held my numbed fingers above the tiny flames.


The morning sky was dark with snow-clouds, but the temperature was rising. Standing, I stamped my feet several times, trying to force the blood through to the frontiers of my toes.


Walking deeper into the forest, I began to gather more fuel. The weight of the recent snow had snapped many branches and the smaller of these I collected in my arms and carried to my campsite, returning for larger sections which I dragged through the snow. The work was arduous and I soon tired. But at least I was warmer now, save for my hands. The tips of my fingers had swelled against my nails and they throbbed painfully.


But all my discomfort was forgotten when the three men emerged from the forest to approach my fire.


There are times when the eyes see far more than the mind will acknowledge, when the heart will beat faster and panic begins at the root of the stomach. This was such a time. I looked up and saw the three and my mouth was dry. Yet there was nothing instantly threatening about them. They looked like foresters, dressed in homespun wool, with leather jerkins and boots of soft hide laced at the front with leather thongs. Each of them carried a bow, but they were also armed with daggers and short swords. I pushed myself to my feet, sure in my heart that I faced great peril.


‘Welcome to my fire,’ I said, proud that my voice remained steady. No one spoke, but they spread out around me, their eyes cold, faces grim. They seemed to me then like wolves, lean and merciless. The first of them, a tall man, looped his bow over his shoulder and knelt beside the fire, extending his hands to the flames. ‘You are a bard?’ he said, not looking at me.


‘I am, sir.’


‘I don’t like bards. None of us like bards.’


It is difficult to know how to react to an opening like that. I remained silent. ‘We come a long way in search of your fire, bard. We seen it last night, twinkling like a candle, built where no sensible man would. We walked through the night, bard, expecting a little coin for our trouble.’


‘I have no coin,’ I told him.


‘I can see that. It makes me angry, for you’ve wasted my time.’


‘How can you blame me?’ I asked him. ‘I did not invite you.’


He glanced up at one of the others. ‘Now he insults us,’ he said softly. ‘Now he says we’re not good enough to share his fire.’


‘That’s not what I said at all.’


‘Now he calls me a liar!’ snapped the man, rising and moving towards me, his hand on his dagger, ‘I think you should apologize, bard.’


It was then that I knew for certain they planned to kill me.


‘Well?’ he asked, pushing in close with his hand on his dagger. His breath was foul upon my face, his expression feral. There was nothing to say, and so I said nothing. I heard his knife whisper from its sheath and I tensed myself for the lunge.


Suddenly his head jerked, and I heard a soft thud and the crack of split bone. I blinked in amazement, for an arrow had sprouted from his temple. He stood for a moment, then I heard his knife drop to the snow; his hand slowly moved up to touch the long shaft jutting from the side of his head. His mouth opened, but no words came, then he sagged against me and slid to the ground with blood seeping from his shattered skull.


The other two men stood transfixed.
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