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  praise for ironfoot and dave duncan


  “Enjoyable characters, a detailed setting, and atmospheric adventure intertwine in this multilevel mystery. Durwin is a congenial and persistent investigator, and readers will look forward to his future adventures.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “An entertaining, fast-paced read that will please readers looking for mystery and enchantment”


  —Kirkus Reviews


  “Ironfoot is gritty, magical, at times brutal, but above all humane. This is historical fantasy pulled off spectacularly well.”


  —Greg Keyes, author of The Briar King and The Reign of the Departed


  “A fantastic murder mystery firmly anchored in real history, plus a generous mix of arcane magic.”


  —Glenda Larke, author of The Lascar’s Dagger


  “I was surprised by how compelling it was . . . I would recommend this.”


  —Milliebot Reads


  “An enjoyable easy read . . . hopefully there’s a sequel in the not too distant future.”


  —Cannonball Read


  “[Duncan has] rich, evocative language and superior narrative skills . . . one of the leading masters of epic fantasy.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “Dave Duncan writes rollicking adventure novels filled with subtle characterization and made bitter-sweet by an underlying darkness. Without striving for grand effects or momentous meetings between genres, he has produced one excellent book after another.” —Locus “An exceedingly finished stylist and a master of world building and characterization.”


  —Booklist


  “Duncan writes with unusual flair, drawing upon folklore, myth, and his gift for creating ingenious plots.”


  —Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror


  “One of the best writers in the fantasy world today. His writing is clear, vibrant and full of energy. His action scenes are breathtaking and his skill at characterization is excellent.”


  —Writers Write


  “Duncan’s prose avoids the excessively florid in its description and the archaic in its dialogue, opting instead for simpler narration and contemporary parlance . . . serves as a refreshing reminder that epic fantasy need not always be doorstops filled with manly men speaking in overblown rhetoric and grasping their swords.”


  —SFF World


  “Duncan produces excellent work in book after book . . . a great world-builder. His fantasy worlds are not mere medieval societies with magic added but make organic sense.”


  —SFReview


  “Dave Duncan has long been one of the great unsung figures of Canadian fantasy and science fiction, graced with a fertile imagination, a prolific output, and keen writerly skills.”


  —Quill and Quire
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  chapter 1


  near the end of summer, in the middle of a day, a cavalcade of horsemen came thundering through the forests and over the landscape in the center of England. Although they wore no armor, sunlight flashed off the sword hilts at their belts and their conical helmets. They rode warhorses, and one of the two men in the lead carried a staff from which flew a colored pennant. The squires at the rear led sumpters encumbered with packs and also barrels that held the knights’ chain mail, loaded in sand to keep it burnished and shiny. This caravan frightened the livestock and alarmed the peasants cutting barley in the fields, although I admit their leader was always careful to avoid crops as much as he could. There are no highways near Helmdon, only tracks, and shortcuts will always tempt men in a hurry.


  I had expected them to come from the south, but they had failed to find the shortest route and so they entered the village from the north. I am sure that Helmdon did not impress them—a dozen or so cob-and-thatch cottages flanking the road, a public well, a tract of common land, and some majestic elm trees. It even lacked a church, so that the barely-literate Father Osric celebrated mass either inside or outside his own home, depending on the weather. The hamlet’s only claim to any importance whatsoever was that it had given its name to an academy that in those days was ranked as one of the finest schools of secular learning in England, if not all Christendom.


  Looking back now from my doddering old age, I can appreciate how little the academy must have impressed men fresh from the king’s court and the ornate cities of France. In appearance it was merely a somewhat tidier repetition of the village, except that the buildings were slightly larger, for most had two or even three rooms, and so could be glorified as cottages rather than huts; a couple had proper chimneys, which were rare back then. They were grouped around a yard and connected by a boardwalk, shaded by great elm trees. The windows were either fitted with shutters or screens of thinly shaved horn. None were glazed. This had been my home since I was barely old enough to rub down a horse or shovel out a stable.


  That warm afternoon, both Ruffian, a stallion, and Bon Appétit, my palfrey, were saddled and tethered in the yard. They heard hooves approaching long before human ears did, and whinnied an alarm. By the time the cavalcade arrived, I was standing on the boardwalk near the entrance, leaning on my stout oaken cane, waiting for the visitors, with Eadig at my side. Other men were emerging from some of the cottages, but we two were obviously the welcoming committee.


  There ought not to be any welcoming committee, because the king’s men were on a secret mission.


  The leading two horsemen rode into the yard, the rest remained outside. By then Ruffian had scented other stallions on his territory and was making enough commotion to raise the Trojan dead, screaming horse insults, and doing his damnedest to pull over a sixty-foot elm.


  The young rider in front, the one who carried the pennant, also bore a shield on his back and thus was obviously a squire. I later learned that his name was Piers. The knight he served followed a few paces behind; both men wore swords. The knight’s mount was one of the stallions that were so exasperating Ruffian, but it was being kept under admirable control.


  The young squire eyed me in the cold way that Normans always eyed Saxons back then, and often still do. In his case, the shiny nose guard between his eyes made his stare even more menacing. “On the king’s business, Sir Neil d’Airelle seeks Adept Durwin of Helmdon.”


  I bowed, although not much. “You may inform Sir Neil that his quest has been crowned with success. This is the Academy of Helmdon, and I am the man he seeks.”


  Piers glanced around at his knight. Receiving a nod of approval, he then backed his gelding away so that the stallion could take its place. If the squire’s stare had been cold, the knight’s was positively icy. He was not much older than I, large and dark complexioned, and he sported a thin mustache of the type the king did back then. That was all I could see of his person, although he was obviously well clad and outfitted. In those days heraldry had not achieved the complexity and importance it has reached now, so he displayed no fancy emblems.


  What did he see? A twenty-two-year-old male, well built but no giant, clean-shaven, with hair as blond as could be, to match his Saxon name. My tunic was of good linen and well tailored, but on my right foot I wore a boot raised about four inches by an iron platform. The king would not have forgotten to mention my impairment, so Sir Neil should be in no doubt that he had indeed found the man he sought. He eyed me with disapproval, but I could guess that his displeasure was mostly directed at the elbow-length cape I wore over my shirt, for it was dyed green, the insignia of a qualified sage.


  I had guessed correctly.


  “The king’s understanding,” he said, “as he explained it to me last week, was that you accepted his silver on condition that you would report to him for employment as soon as you had completed your studies in this . . .” He glanced around with disgust. “. . . school.” His accent was not Norman. He might be from Anjou, like the king himself, or perhaps somewhere farther south, like Maine, but certainly not Aquitaine, for there they speak a very different sort of French.


  “Sir, that was my understanding also,” I said.


  “So how long have you been a licensed sage, Durwin?”


  I glanced at the shadows of the trees. “About four hours, sir.”


  “You expect me to believe in such a remarkable coincidence?”


  “It wasn’t a coincidence, sir.”


  Neil looked over the tethered horses, saddled and laden with baggage, and then at my companion, young Eadig. Eadig, I must explain, looked all of thirteen, but was in fact four years older than that. His hair was a reddish gold, his complexion peaches and cream peppered with freckles, and at that moment he was gleaming all over with excitement like a silver cup in sunlight. He wore the white cape of an adept.


  “Eadig son of Edwin,” I explained, “who will accompany us as my cantor.”


  “And how long has that child been an adept?”


  “Three and a half hours, more or less, Sir Neil.”


  Eadig drew breath sharply to choke off a laugh, but even that was an offensive sound. Back then, Saxons were still very much the underdogs in England. Normans—or other Frenchmen such as Angevins—expected abject respect from them. Other kingdoms had monarchs who could speak to their people and understand what their people said to them, but since William the Bastard had defeated noble King Harold at Hastings, exactly a century ago, England had been ruled by Frenchmen, and mostly absentee Frenchmen at that.


  Glaring with fury at our lack of deference, Sir Neil glanced past me to view the audience, for the entire faculty and student body of Helmdon—except for one who was on his deathbed, and another keeping death watch on him—had emerged by then to stand in the background and watch the encounter in progress. I expect that most of them were enjoying the show, for scholars have little love for fighters.


  “Who told you we were coming?”


  Had I appreciated the danger properly, I might have been able to save the situation even then, but instead I just made matters a whole wagonload worse. Remember that the king’s man expected a Saxon lad to grovel, if perhaps not literally in this case, but I was so puffed up with my recent triumph that I felt almost as if I had summoned him there by magic, and he should be kneeling to me.


  “No one, Sir Neil. Let me put it this way. I have lived here in Helmdon since I was child. This morning I attained my life’s ambition, when the sages voted to make me one of their own. Now one of His Grace’s honored confidants has come from France to summon me to my duties in his service. These are great events in my life, Sir Neil.”


  “What of it? Who else should care?”


  “Great events often cast their shadows ahead of them.”


  The squire in the background crossed himself, but Sir Neil was not to be cowed by hints of magic, and certainly not pleased at my impudence. “You are claiming that you can see the future?”


  “Oh, not in general, sir! But sometimes such great turning points can be sensed in advance. It was for such skills that the king engaged me, sir.”


  “And so I must put up with you. But then I don’t need to tell you where we are going, do I?”


  The squire smirked.


  And I promptly made an already bad situation a hundred times worse.


  “Might that be Lincoln, sir?”


  I was gambling, for I wasn’t certain of that, and had I been wrong my error might have saved the day. But I was obviously right. The squire crossed himself again and murmured a prayer. The knight’s face paled inside his helmet and his hand went to his sword hilt. He was on a supposedly secret mission! Even his horse felt his shock, for it whinnied in alarm and shifted its feet.


  “Who else knows about this prophetic vision of yours?”


  Seeing my folly at last, I hastily bent the truth to the breaking point. “Adept Eadig assisted me in the enchantment, sir, but we have told no one else the details, only that I, um, had reason to expect a summons from His Grace to . . . I expected a messenger to arrive today . . . I did ask the dean if Eadig could accompany me . . . sir. I know no further details of our . . .” Oh, Lord, that was an even worse error! “. . . your mission, Sir Neil.”


  Scowl. “So of course you know where we shall spend tonight?”


  Almost certainly he would be heading to the king’s castle in Northampton, which would provide him with hospitality that he would find much more agreeable than whatever a monastery would offer—probably even a woman—but I had caused too much trouble already. Guessing, even if correct, was not going to help matters now.


  “No, Sir Neil. I have told you as much of the future as I can foresee.”


  He glanced again at my game leg, and then at Ruffian, who was still doing his utmost to rid himself of his saddle and bridle so he could eject the intruders.


  “You are right in so far as His Grace sent us to call you to his service. We head now for His Grace’s castle in Northampton. Make your own way there. I won’t wait for you. And His Grace made no mention of servants, so if you bring that boy—or familiar, or whatever else he is to you—along, then you can pay his board yourself.”


  With that Sir Neil wheeled his stallion around and rode out of the yard. Eadig ran for our horses and I bobbled after him as fast as I could. Some of the Helmdon squires were already trying to calm Ruffian.


  The king’s men left in a drum roll of hooves and a haze of dust. They had barely quit the village before we were mounted and racing after them, with me struggling to hold Ruffian back. Eadig was a far better rider than most Saxons ever got the chance to be, but no man could force a palfrey like Bon Appétit to match the stallion when he was in fighting mood, as now.


  “They’re going to follow the Nene downstream,” Eadig shouted over the thumping hooves. “If we cross the headwaters and cut through the forest, we might be able to beat them to Northampton.”


  “We might indeed,” I said, “but we will tag along behind, like good little minions.” I could just imagine Sir Neil and his company riding up to the castle gate only to find the two of us already there, patiently waiting. It was a pleasant fancy, but I understood by then that it would be dangerously unwise.


  I had totally mishandled my first meeting with Sir Neil d’Airelle, making the man the king had set over me into an enemy instead of a colleague. Had I behaved myself as I should have known to do, I might have persuaded him to give me at least a general idea of what our mission was all about. Then I might have made a better choice of the enchantments to take with me and so might have been able to avert the disaster that followed.


  chapter 2


  although I shall not attempt to excuse my foolish pride that day, I must explain what had happened a couple of days earlier to provoke it.


  Back then sacred matters were the domain of the monastery schools. Secular academies were much rarer—as they still are—and their mission was to pass on the wisdom of the pagan philosophers: the words of men like Aristotle, Galen, Euclid, and many lesser sages whose names have mostly been forgotten. Nowadays the Church has more or less taken over the academies to educate its priests, and the old wisdom is being suppressed, especially enchantment.


  “Ancient song” was what we called enchantment in the academy, but to the priests it was devil worship if it worked and deliberate fraud if it didn’t. No one denied that many of the rituals written in the old grimoires did fail in our more enlightened times. The Church claimed that the demons once invoked by those spells had now been driven away by Christ. Most of the sages just assumed that too much of the ancient wisdom had been lost—a regrettable situation, quite insoluble.


  I had always disagreed.


  Just as the monkish scriveners who copy out the gospels and other holy works of the early church fathers treat them as sacred, never to be modified in any way, so sages worshiped their secular texts. But all mortals are fallible, and when a man spends his life sitting or standing at a desk, copying, copying, copying, then errors must creep in. Minor mistakes in the text do not matter much in a discourse by Cicero or a Pythagorean theorem, but they mattered a lot in the study of enchantment.


  With more than fifty grimoires available in Helmdon, we often had more than one copy of a specific spell. When we compared them, it was obvious that the texts could differ in minor ways, for the old scriveners were only human and made mistakes. One text might have exosso, which is Latin for “bone,” where another had exosus, meaning “hateful.” To me it seemed obvious that one or other must be an error, and the same would be true for any other differences between the two versions, so we should try to work out a single correct version. The teachers would not accept that, especially when it came from a penniless Saxon stripling. If neither ritual worked, then both texts were corrupted and there was nothing more to be said.


  Even as a varlet, I had felt that this attitude was wrong and we should try to correct the spells. Granted, if two versions differed in only five or six details, you could still have a large number of combinations to test, but in practice common sense would usually determine which wording was more likely in each case.


  Some disadvantages can be turned to advantages. I was a Saxon in an establishment where almost everyone else was Norman. I paid my tuition by caring for the horses. I slept alone, off in the stable. Most of the students were Norman “squires”, and tended to shun me anyway; the few young Saxons, known as “varlets”, largely followed their lead, so I had many lonely hours to pursue my private studies. Most of the faculty understood or even spoke the old tongue, but very few of them, and few Saxons even, could read or write it. I could do both, so I more or less had the old pre-Norman incantations to myself. In time my efforts bore fruit.


  By correcting some trivial grammatical errors, I managed to cure the incantation Hwæt segst, and was scared out of my wits when it prophesied a murder in my future. When that prediction came true, I knew I was on the right track and subsequent events brought me to the attention of the king himself. As it turned out, my fortune was then made.


  I eventually realized that most of the “errors” in the texts were in fact deliberate. Most grimoires are the personal recipe books of deceased enchanters, collections made during their training and later, but magic is dangerous. To keep such powers from falling into the wrong hands, the writers had inserted nonsense passages, which I came to think of as trip wires. That custom had been forgotten, but once you knew to look for the interpolations, most were easy to spot. Some were not, of course.


  With this insight I began reviving incantations that had been dead for centuries. Sage Guy Delaney, my tutor and mentor, was the first of the Helmdon faculty to accept my work as meaningful, and the others gradually fell into line. With various amounts of condescension, they agreed to let me demonstrate what I was doing. The older men sniffed and lost interest, but soon editing the old texts became a sort of game for the adepts and younger sages. We would each take an enchantment and try to mend it, meeting every Saturday morning to show off our successes, if any, and pass on our failures to someone else to try. We worked in many of the numerous types of Latin: Classical and Church, as well as both the English and French varieties of the language. We also studied in several dialects of French itself, but usually Norman, and in numerous variations of the old English tongue. I don’t mean that any one of us was fluent in every one of those, but between us we could always tease out the correct meaning. It was the worst jabbering since Babel.


  By that summer of 1166, everyone had come to accept me as one of the best enchanters in the Academy, although I had not yet been granted my green cape. As soon as that happened, I must leave and head over to France to report to the king, because he had sponsored my advanced education. His terms were that I must remain on call in emergency, but report to him when I completed my studies, or by next Christmas at the latest.


  My royal sponsorship had brought more than just the pension he paid me. Word that the queen had commissioned me to draw up a horoscope for her son, Lord Richard, spread throughout the county, bringing me innumerable similar requests from the gentry. I had little faith in astrology and found the labor boring, so I charged heavily for my services, but the higher my fees, the more prestigious my work became. I had also gained a reputation in the surrounding countryside as a healer. I treated Saxons for free, but they praised me to the gentry, and them I charged outrageously.


  In short, I had risen from impoverished stable boy to one of the most respected enchanters in the academy, and possibly the richest man there. I was happy to continue what I was doing, and had gradually forgotten that the respect I had earned within the academy would not be shared by Norman outsiders. Truly it is written, “Pride goeth before a fall.”


  On the Saturday before Sir Neil arrived, our repair session gathered as usual, around a table in the largest classroom. That day we comprised two sages, five adepts, and one var-let—namely the baby-faced Eadig son of Edwin. Eadig was in a similar state to me, in that his time at Helmdon was limited. His father was a freehold farmer who had already lost one son to the Church and thus distrusted the monastery schools. He had sent his second boy to Helmdon just to learn to read and write. Illiterate himself, he had neither known how long this would take, nor realized how bright Eadig was. Any day soon Master Edwin was likely to decide that two years was long enough and summon the boy home. Thus, just as the faculty had deliberately put off promoting me to sage, it had delayed promoting Eadig to adept. But he sat in on our trip wire sessions and held his own with the best of us, at least in the old tongue incantations.


  Before going on to new triumphs, we always began with the hard cases, meaning enchantments that had baffled at least one of us already and been passed along to someone else to try. And that day the first was Hwá becuman, which translates as, “Who is coming?” It is a very long, complex appeal to the ancient goddesses of fate, the Wyrds—exactly the sort of pagan evocation that makes the Church distrustful of secular education in general.


  Hwá becuman had already defeated both Adept Maur son of Marc and Sage Laurent—one of the very few senior members of the faculty who spoke the old tongue well—and the previous week it had been dumped on my trencher. So I was up first.


  “I have duly decided,” I proclaimed, “that our learned colleagues did an excellent job of extracting the bad teeth in this mouthful, and the text is basically correct as it stands.” In fact, I thought they had tampered too much. The version I had written out in fair for today’s session was closer to the original than theirs had been. “I suspect that we may have encountered another problem altogether.”


  “He means he didn’t get around to it,” muttered Sage Marcel del Aunaie, a Norman younger than I, just recently promoted from adept. Unlike all other meetings in Helmdon, trip wire gatherings were very informal.


  “Not at all, Your Wisdom,” I protested. “I spent many hours on it, but I believe that the problem may be relevancy, or lack of it. Basically the enchanter is asking the Wyrds, or Norns, to tell him who is bringing news to him, the chanter, referred to as, ‘your faithful servant.’ Skipping over the falsehood of that description, the problem may be that nobody was on the way with news for either of the enchanters, so the venerable ladies chose not to answer their question. The same problem arises with the Hwæt segst, which also invokes them: if there is nothing to report, they remain silent.”


  Another possibility was that the Laurent might have been pronouncing the old tongue so badly that the poor old goddesses—demons according to the Church—had failed to understand what he was chanting. Of course I did not say that.


  “It so happens that I have a couple of seriously ailing patients who may send for me at any time. I suggest we give Hwá becuman one more chance, which may tell us whether the Wyrds regard medical house calls as sufficiently important to bother with. If nothing happens, we add it to our list of incurable cases.”


  No one objected, which I suppose was a tribute to my former successes. On our previous attempts with Hwá becuman, I had served as cantor for both Maur and Laurent, but this time I would be chanter. I looked hopefully to Eadig, who nodded resignedly, and accepted the two slates I passed over to him. I gave him a pitch, and we began, with me singing the versicles, and he the responses.


  In keeping with his babyish appearance, Eadig’s voice had barely changed yet, and perhaps never would, so he sang in countertenor range, but he had a pure and tuneful voice, and I enjoyed chanting with him. Hwá becuman was long, but well phrased, a pleasure to sing. About halfway through I began to feel the first hints of acceptance. When I glanced across at my cantor, his silvery eyebrows had risen in surprise. The audience wouldn’t feel what we did, but they saw our reactions, and soon they could hear changes in the timbre of Eadig’s voice. If there was a prophecy coming, it must be recorded; hands reached for slates and wood tablets.


  Outsiders might well have supposed that the two of us were putting on an act, but that audience knew better. Medicine, geometry, and astrology were all very interesting, but when you really came down to it, magic was our business.


  The singing ended. Eadig sat for a moment with his eyes shut. Then he opened them, stared across at me, pointed a finger, and reeled off something in the croak of a very old woman. It sounded like poetry, but of course it was in the old tongue, and probably a very old version of it. Then he covered his face with his hands and screamed, “Hell’s claws! My head!”


  Cantors can have serious reactions to major enchantments, and his was a bad one. He writhed and wept, wailing that his brain was on fire, which was very unusual behavior for him. We sang healing chants over him, fetched soothing herbs, and eventually escorted him off to the varlets’ dorm to rest.


  Only then could we reassemble and try to agree on what the Wyrd had told me. Normans trying to take dictation in the old tongue were at a huge disadvantage, of course, and I was not all sure of what my own scribbles meant, because Eadig’s pain had distracted me. What we eventually decided on, after much guessing and translation was this:


  Iron wings to iron foot,


  Not tide nor tempest trekking tard.


  Two red eyes and one looks down,


  Pledge to pay to purple pard . . . .


  . . . .


  Loc Lovise of Lincoln town . . . .


  There had been more, but we could not agree on what, and even what we did agree on seemed to make little sense.


  Obviously Ironfoot was me, the name my seniors had called me to my face when I first arrived at Helmdon and the juniors now used behind my back.


  “Iron wings?” I said. “Could that be poet-talk for horseshoes?”


  “Or iron may be armor and wings the verb,” Sage Laurent suggested, “but either way, the first line means a horseman, possibly armed, is coming to see you.”


  “Tide and tempest suggest sea travel,” Laurent said.


  “And the king is in France!” said several voices. He had gone there in the spring to stamp out rebellion in Brittany. A man who ruled a quarter of Christendom could never rest. It seemed that now he was calling in my debt of service.


  “Tard?” someone asked.


  “Poetic again,” I said, growing really excited now. “Short for retard, or tardy. Purple because King Henry’s mother is Empress Maud, meaning he was born to the purple.” And now he ruled an empire of his own, stretching from Scotland to the Pyrenees. “Pard for leopard, the sign of the House of Anjou.” I was slightly off-beat there, because the king’s arms displayed lions, not leopards, but no one in England could tell the difference, and that certainly included artists.


  We fell silent, wrestling with the third line: Two red eyes and one looks down? Then Marcel del Aunale shouted, “More poet conceit! Two sunsets and then noon. Expect him on Monday, around midday.”


  Shouts of agreement swelled into cheers and thumps on the back that felt near to crippling me. My colleagues were paying tribute to what they saw as a magnificent feat of magic, for prediction is the supreme triumph of enchantment. Even yet, I admit I am proud of curing Hwá becuman. I have used it only rarely in the half century since—partly because it is very specialized in asking only for news of a messenger, but mostly because it is very hard on the cantor. But I still remember that first time with satisfaction. That morning I was so proud of myself that I thought I would burst.


  Others heard the racket and came to investigate and pretty soon a party developed. Even old Dean Odo le Brys appeared, and was told what all the excitement was about. His faculties were failing badly by then, but he accepted a horn of ale to drink to whatever it might be. The sages were all very concerned about the dean’s health, because the academy stood within a manor owned by the le Brys family, and there was no guarantee that the present lord—another Odo le Brys—would allow it to remain there when his great-uncle died.


  Soon after that I excused myself to go and check on Eadig. He was still in pain, but as groggy with potions as we dared make him.


  I also went to see Guy Delaney, who had been my mentor and tutor in the academy. Squire Hann was sitting on a stool in there, keeping death watch. I told him to go and join the party, then took his place.


  Guy was dying and knew it. He had already shed his worldly cares and possessions; he had received extreme unction. Nothing in our skills could stop the remorseless growth of his tumors, and now he was so weak that he could barely stand. He had a wife and children in the village. They came to see him every day, but he preferred to do his dying on the cot in his sanctum. None of his old hunting companions among the local gentry had even sent to inquire after him.


  Every time I saw his drawn face and wasted frame I wanted to weep. I perched on the stool beside him and asked how he felt.


  He was conscious, if barely. He didn’t bother to answer my question. “Thought it would be you.”


  “What was me?”


  “The cheering in the trip wire meeting. What have you cured now?”


  I told him the Hwá becuman, the response we had been given, and how we had interpreted it. He whispered praise, generous as always.


  “I owe it all to you, master.”


  He shook his head feebly on the pillow. “I would have been a fool of a sage not to see opportunity when it barked in my face. A boy who had smashed a leg coming off a horse and went right back to riding as soon as it healed? A boy who never stopped asking questions all the way from Pipewell to Helmdon? A boy who rubbed down both my horse and his own before he ate or even quenched his thirst, without ever being told to do so? I knew you’d be something special. You didn’t explain the ending. Look something?”


  If our magic had just allowed us to combine Guy’s wits and the dean’s physique, we could have salvaged one operational sage from two tragic losses.


  “I can’t. There may have been more that we missed. Loc is an odd word. It sort of means look, but it can also mean something like no matter. Thus loc hwær means wherever, and loc hwa is whoever, and so on. In this case I think it probably does means look, or look for, or look out for, or perhaps even, get a load of!”


  “Lovise? Male or female, friend or foe?”


  Again I had to admit I didn’t know.


  “Lovise of Lincoln?” Guy murmured. “Lincoln’s in the Danelaw. They speak funny, have a lot of old Danish names there still. Nice town . . . cathedral, big castle . . .”


  “I’ll tell you all about it when I return—if I am allowed to.”


  He cringed for a few moments at a spasm. When it passed he murmured, “You won’t. Return, I mean.”


  “I certainly intend to!”


  Again the dying man shook his head. We often hear that deathbed pronouncements contain superhuman wisdom, so I didn’t want to argue with him, but I owned a fortune in grimoires, which I might have to leave behind at Helmdon if the predicted Iron Wings were in a hurry. I could claim personal ownership of five of the best spell books in the library, and should be very surprised if I were allowed or able to take them with me when the king’s messengers came for me. If I wasn’t, then I would certainly move mountains to come back and collect them as soon as possible.


  “Take Ruffian.”


  Ruffian was a hunter, and a splendid one, even if he had the temper of an angry boar. Guy had left him to me, which was a sumptuous bequest.


  “Of course I will,” I said. “He’s much in need of exercise. And I’ll certainly bring him back.”


  Guy just smiled. He muttered something about his will and then his eyes wandered and closed. Like Eadig then, he was drugged against the pain, and tended to drift off to sleep at unexpected times. I stayed there, of course, until one of the sages came to relieve me.


  That was my next-to-last conversation with the man who had turned a crippled stable boy into one of the king’s enchanters.


  chapter 3


  guy took a turn for the worse the next day, so when I said farewell to him on Monday before noon, we both knew he would not be there when I returned, if I ever did. He confirmed for the fourth time that he wanted me to have Ruffian, claiming I was the only other man who could ride the scoundrel, which was far from true. I already owned a good horse in Bon Appétit, but a sage needs a cantor, and therefore two horses.


  Eadig’s blazing headache had subsided enough by Sunday that he agreed he would come with me to Lincoln, or wherever it was I was heading. We both knew how much he dreaded his father’s summons, and this would be a way of keeping out of his reach for a while. I did suggest that we try the incantation again with him as the enchanter and me as the cantor, to see if there was a message on its way to him.


  He said, “Durwin, Your Wisdom, I wouldn’t wish this headache on my worst enemy.”


  That didn’t make me feel any better, but I could guess that he preferred not to know his own future. To sin in ignorance is not deliberate disobedience, and he was an honest lad. I included the Hwá becuman text in my baggage, just in case.


  Shortly before noon on Monday, Ruffian and Bon Appétit began to whinny. I introduced myself to Squire Piers, and then made a fool of myself for Sir Neil.


  Our mounts were fresh and without straining them we caught up with the king’s men at Burly Copse.


  We humbly tagged ourselves on at the end of the line, in the dust cloud behind their packhorses. Sir Neil led a company of four other knights, five squires including Piers, and two men-at-arms, all riding in pairs. All of them were French born except one of the men-at-arms, Fugol, who had been brought along because he knew the way to Helmdon, even if he hadn’t found the shortest route from the south.


  Sir Neil rode at the front, and I soon noted with approval that he would detour around any standing crops or livestock he might endanger. Not all lords are so considerate, but of course Neil was not a lord, which was something I had overlooked in my folly earlier.


  The whole population of Helmdon was out harvesting. The Good Lord had blessed us with fine weather that summer, so the barley was white and the men of the village had long since turned a deep brown color bringing in the hay: scything, tedding, gathering, baling, and finally stacking. Hay was needed to preserve the few livestock kept over the winter, and they sold their surplus to the academy, to feed our horses. The local ale-wife brewed barley to make ale. This was one of their very few sources of money. Lord Odo’s crops had to be harvested first, or course, and then the villagers’ own. They looked up as we passed; some recognized Eadig and me and waved.


  It is rich country, the middle of England, especially the bottomlands, which are well watered and fecund. Higher ground tends to have heavy clay soil, but that makes for fine forest, where nobles and royalty love to hunt. Iron is mined in places, and timber provides the charcoal to smelt it.


  Soon we left the le Brys lands. While we were walking the horses through a shady patch of forest where the footing was tricky, Eadig said, “Shouldn’t you be up front with that stuck-up Norman?”


  I grinned to hide my own annoyance. “You employ redundant vocabulary. Normans are stuck-up by definition, and Saxons by definition should never say so. Besides, I think he’s an Angevin, not a Norman.”


  “Out of the same slop bowl.”


  “But the meatier end, these days, since the king is Angevin. So what do we know about Sir Neil d’Airelle?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Not quite nothing. All kings, Eadig, are starved for information. They cannot be everywhere, and King Henry, may God preserve him, rules the biggest realm since Charlemagne’s. So all kings have confidants, men they trust, persons they can send out to do something or investigate something and report back. Almost always these familiares are noblemen, but King Henry is unusual in that he sometimes trusts commoners with such tasks.”


  “Ah! Like this Sir Neil!”


  “Right. And I should have realized that sooner. Neil d’Airelle is not much older than I am—no more than twice your age.” Eadig stuck out his tongue at me, but that was probably how Sir Neil would judge their respective ages. “So it’s quite likely that this is his first independent command. How did he catch the king’s eye, do you suppose?”


  “Killing a lot of men in battle?”


  “More likely taking important prisoners who fetched big ransoms. That’s certainly possible, but courage isn’t the first thing a king looks for in a familiaris. Discretion is, I should think . . . Strength and stamina, yes. If this mission is really urgent, then that may be why His Grace has sent a younger man and a slim retinue. They seem to have been traveling very fast.”


  “Or it may not be urgent at all,” Eadig said scornfully. “His Nibs may be somebody’s grandson, some old codger who’s been pestering the king to promote the boy.”


  Although I had met King Harry only once at that time, and knew little about him, I doubted that he would put up with pestering from anyone. I did know that he was fanatically fond of the chase, so Neil d’Airelle might be a hunting buddy. He had shown considerable equestrian skill in the way he had controlled his stallion in the academy yard.


  “It’s a fair guess, though,” I said, “that this is Neil’s first independent mission, so he’s determined to prove himself.” That was what I should have seen sooner. An older man, a nobleman who had demonstrated his worth in the king’s service, might not have been quite so quick to take offense at my impertinence. On the other hand he might just as easily have ordered his men to bend me over a wall and give me a memorable thrashing.


  I thought it over for a furlong or two.


  “So Sir Neil’s task is either urgent, or he is determined to treat it so,” I said.


  “But why did the king order him to detour around by Helmdon to pick up an enchanter?”


  A penetrating question! And a green, untried Saxon enchanter at that? Henry had many others in his service. He might just be trying out a couple of promising recruits, Neil and me both. I wasn’t going to suggest that, even to Eadig.


  When I didn’t answer, Eadig said, “Could it be he’s being sent to arrest someone who employs a house sage?”


  “Possible,” I said, although serving a royal warrant was a duty of the county sheriff. Men who could afford in-house enchanters usually maintained retinues of knights or men-at-arms also, so resistance would represent armed rebellion. Sir Neil and his gallant little band seemed far too few to counter that.


  “Neil’s scared of magic.” Eadig waited for comment, but I didn’t offer one, so he pushed on. “At least he’s not familiar with it, because your talk of prophecy scared him.” He thought for a long moment. “And he expects you to be his servant and do what he says, except that he doesn’t know what orders to give you?”


  “You’re exactly right there! And I sassed him. Suppose his mission is very secret—which might explain why the king chose to give it to an obscure courtier, who won’t be recognized—and then I start bragging that I knew he was coming, to the point where I already had my horse saddled. There went his secrecy! So I got off on the wrong foot with him, and it was my own stupid fault, and we’ll have to be on our best behavior until we can make ourselves useful.”


  At which Eadig pointed out what I already knew very well: that I wouldn’t be able to make myself useful until I knew what we were supposed to be doing.


  “So just let’s enjoy a fine ride on a wonderful summer’s day and thank the Good Lord that we don’t have to break our backs like those poor wretches over there.” I pointed to where some distant peasants were laboriously harvesting barley—each man stolidly scything his own long strip of field, his wife and often children following him, binding, gleaning, and stacking the sheaves.


  We made good time on the dry ground. Long before sunset we came in sight of the castle and churches of Northampton, and that was when Squire Piers moved aside and reined in until we came by. Then he rode alongside me, two stony eyes flanking a steel nose.


  “Sir Neil is worried that we are a large party to impose on the constable without prior warning. He orders you to find accommodation for yourself and the boy in one of the local monasteries. You are to be at the castle gate at sunup to continue our journey. You are not to wear your capes in the town, and you must not discuss your mission with anyone.”


  “Enchanters are rarely welcome in monasteries,” I said, “and I would not impose on the holy men under false pretenses. Even if I tried, I might not succeed, for I am known in Northampton, and my iron foot makes me distinctive. I come here sometimes to purchase medical supplies. I have friends who will gladly put us up. They will not pry and we shall not discuss why we are here.”


  He scowled at this upstart Saxon again being difficult, and rode off to confer with his knight. When he failed to return with more orders from Sir Neil, Eadig and I held our mounts back until we no longer seemed to be associated with the king’s company. I wondered why Neil did not want to be seen associating with an enchanter. Was it only a fighting man’s distrust for learning? If magic would be needed for his mission, why, why, why had the king enlisted an unknown like me, instead of sending one of his tried and true enchanters?


  After we had dropped back far enough to be out of sight of our noble bodyguard, we came to a shallow gully that still had a trickle of water in it. Stepping-stones alongside the road showed how deeply it would flow in winter, and I knew that fording it could be tricky at such times. I reined in and suggested that we let the horses drink. Then I dismounted, so Eadig did the same, looking at me quizzically.


  “Last night,” I said, “I tried an enchantment I have never attempted before, Battre le tambour. It’s a single-voice chant, not a derelict that we have been trying to cure of trip wires. I found it in one of the grimoires I brought back from Barton two years ago. Commentaries added by users suggest that it works well and is long-lasting, but is not suitable for warriors. I felt a strong acceptance, and so far I have encountered no ill-effects, except I did have a nightmare just before dawn this morning. If you’d like to try it also, this might be good place to do so.”
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