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  chapter 1


  eighty years before I was born, two of my forebears, housecarls of King Harold, the rightful king of England, died beside him at Hastings, fighting for their liege against Duke William’s Norman horde. Ever since then, Saxons have been underdogs in their ancestral land. My father, who should have inherited an earldom, was hostler for the Cistercian abbey at Pipewell, in Northamptonshire—he was a lay brother only and honorably married to my mother. In those days even priests were often married men.


  As a hostler’s son I grew up with horses. When I was nine years old, I tried to put one over a gate. My experiment ended with the horse on top, me on the ground, and the gate between us. My right leg was badly crushed and healed shorter than the other. Ever since I was able to walk again, I have worn a boot with a metal platform attached to the sole. And so Durwin son of Durwin became known as Ironfoot to everyone except his parents.


  So how did a lame Saxon boy make a living in an England ruled by Normans? How did he rise to be a royal confidant and advisor, enchanter general to three successive kings? It seemed a miracle at the time, and still does when I look back at how it happened. No, rather, it was three miracles.


  Firstly, the abbot was sympathetic. Every morning during the long months when my leg was in splints, he would send a couple of brawny novices to carry me to the abbey school, so I learned my letters, although I felt no call to take the tonsure. When I could walk properly again, I earned my bread by helping my father, for the abbey was steadily growing and acquiring more livestock. But I had younger brothers following me. As I approached manhood, I knew that I must soon find some way for a cripple to earn his living.


  The second miracle occurred when Sage Guy Delany stopped by the abbey. He was gentry and an old friend of the abbot, else the monks might have refused him hospitality, for sages were tainted with suspicions of witchcraft and devil worship.


  Guy was on his way to join the faculty at Helmdon, which in those days boasted one of the finest secular academies in England, or even in all Christendom. He was a large man, hefty, rubicund, and well dressed, with a Norman’s haughty, well-fed look. He wore a sword and rode a spectacular hunter, the finest horse I had ever seen.


  When he prepared to leave the next morning, I humbly pointed out to him that his mount was close to shedding a shoe. My father doubled as the local farrier, but the abbot had sent him off to attend the horse fair at Northampton. Guy was in a hurry. He spoke to his friend the abbot, and soon they worked out a solution. Guy would ride off on one of the abbey’s horses, and I would go with him, riding another abbey horse and leading the packhorse that carried his baggage. The plan was that I would learn the road, and then make the journey three times more, at which point Guy would have his horse with him at Helmdon, and I would be back at Pipewell. It made an interesting break in my humdrum existence.


  Pipewell and Helmdon lie in the middle of England, but at opposite ends of Northamptonshire, and there is no grand highway between them, just trails winding through fields, meadowland, and forest. Even in summer it would be a very long day’s ride, but the weather then was appalling, and we got lost more than once. It took us almost three days.


  Guy was intrigued when he learned that I could read and write, for that was very unusual for an untonsured Saxon back then. According to the story he later told, I never stopped asking questions all the way to Helmdon.


  When we arrived there, he inspected the academy’s stable with disgust, and took me with him when he went to meet Odo le Brys, the dean. To my joy, I was offered the chance to attend classes as a servitor, meaning I would pay no fees, so long as I looked after Guy’s horse and the academy’s four—which were hacks compared with his. I could hardly believe my good fortune. I hastened back to Pipewell to obtain my father’s permission, which he readily granted.


  In the abbey most of the monks had been Saxons, but all the senior offices—abbot, prior, bursar, and so on—had been held by Normans. No one ever commented on that; it was just the way of the world. The distinction was much more obvious out in the secular world. In the academy all the sages and most adepts were Norman, as were most of the students, known as squires. Not many Saxon parents could afford to send sons to the academy, or had reason to. The few Saxon students were referred to as varlets, and tolerated as little better than vermin.


  At fourteen, I was already one of the older students, so the squires promptly ganged up on me to make sure I knew my place. When I reported to Sage Guy the next morning, he displayed neither surprise nor sympathy. He told me to strip so he could examine my injuries.


  “A few loose teeth,” he concluded, “and a couple of cracked ribs. I’ll cure those for you, but I’ll leave the bruises, because otherwise they’ll just give you more. You’ll have to learn to grovel better.”


  He then chanted a healing spell over me, which did what he had said it would. I was amazed, because the monks’ medical skills had been limited to potions and poultices. If chanting was what this Helmdon place taught, then I vowed to learn it. If I must crawl to learn, crawl I would.


  “Can you cure my game leg, master?” I whispered.


  “I might have managed that, had I been there when you smashed it, but I can’t now. Get dressed and we’ll start lessons.”


  The other sages reluctantly let me sit in on their lectures, but they became more accepting as they discovered I had both talent and ambition. Some conceded that I might make a good folk healer some day, even perhaps be certified as an adept. A sage? A Saxon sage? No chance at all.


  And even I accepted that—until the date I shall never forget: October 4, 1164. That was the day I stole a bag of tiles and was granted the third miracle.


  chapter 2


  the academy was a tiny establishment by today’s standards, just a circle of thatched cottages connected by a boardwalk. All the buildings had windows with shutters, though, and a few even had fieldstone chimneys, a recent innovation.


  In those days serious students who could afford it attended the University of Paris, but King Henry forbade that a few years later, in 1167. Now England has several academies grander than Helmdon ever was, especially the one in Oxford. Still, with a faculty of six qualified sages and five adepts, Helmdon was then one of the largest and most respected schools in the country. Its student enrollment at that time comprised eight Norman “squires” and four Saxons “varlets.”


  Helmdon claimed to turn out men—never women—familiar with all human knowledge, and it pretty much succeeded. It taught the wisdom of the ancients as it had been handed down to us, including all topics except holy matters, which were reserved for the Church’s schools. The curriculum included alchemy, arithmetic, astrology, geometry, grammar, herbalism, history, law, literature, logic, music, numeration, reading, writing, and rhetoric. And also antique song, which was what the common folk called enchantment.


  Enchantment was what really mattered, of course.


  The Church regarded secular schools with suspicion, some bishops even arguing that any learning other than Bible study was a fast road to Hell, but we could quote Church Fathers like St. Augustine against them. In practice academies were tolerated as long as they did not infringe on religion, which the Church interpreted as broadly as possible. It especially frowned upon the field of study officially called antique song, denouncing it as heresy, superstition, and blasphemy. Confessors could impose fearsome penances on those who used such art, but in practice tended to turn a deaf ear, because the bishops knew that any effort to suppress enchantment would arouse the wrath of the great lords, almost all of whom employed house sages—officially to advise them on law, medicine, correspondence, and so on, for almost no other laymen in England could read, and no one quite trusted even the humblest cleric not to tattle secrets to the nearest bishop.


  Enchantment was a large part of a house sage’s duties. The king himself employed an enchanter general, and several lesser enchanters under him. The common people put no faith in a medicinal potion that had not been fortified by a chant or two. The monks had never told me that.


  The ancient spells were recorded in precious grimoires, some of them centuries old. Helmdon’s library of grimoires was one of the finest in England, containing no less than fifty-six books, plus numerous sheets and scrolls tucked away in muniment chests. The spells were mostly written in Latin or French, both of which came in a great variety of dialects. A few texts were in Greek, Hebrew, or even the old tongue, the language of England before the Conquest. Most Normans could understand some of that, or even make themselves understood in it to an extent. I, of course, had learned it at my mother’s knee, and I could even read it and write it, which was extremely rare.


  Sage Guy, my mentor and tutor, was more open-minded than most of the faculty, and one day it occurred to him to investigate what cabalistic knowledge might be hidden away in these neglected old tongue writings. After six years instructing me, he had come to treat me as if I were an adept, which few others did. I was twenty years old, after all, older than many of the adepts, and no longer a juvenile chatterbox.


  So he set me the task of collecting all that material. The other sages willingly parted with what they had, because they regarded us Saxons as ignorant buffoons—which we were by then, of course, after a century of oppression. They forgot the splendid English culture their ancestors had destroyed in the Conquest.


  Guy and I were both astounded by the amount of material we accumulated. He had to order the carpenter in Northampton to make a new chest to hold it all.


  There were no classes on Sundays, but that particular Sunday an everlasting deluge was keeping everyone indoors. Guy, thoroughly bored, decreed we would not be breaking the Lord’s commandments if we looked over the collection. In the course of half an afternoon we set aside any spells that seemed to duplicate others we already knew in modern languages. Then we selected a few short single-voice spells and I chanted them for him. Several of them worked, too—one of them summoned people by name, I remember. Although its range was too limited to be very useful, even men who had little fluency in the old tongue would come running. Another chant would sober up a drunk. I memorized that one and have often found it helpful over the years.


  The two-voice spells were trickier, but Guy insisted on trying out a couple of those also. He put his agile mind to it and studied the text with me until he could pronounce it and understand it thoroughly, because merely mouthing the words will not work. Then I chanted the versicles, and he the responses, as cantor. One of the spells worked, the other did not, but that was always a problem. More than half the spells in the grimoires never worked.


  We were about to call it a day when we discovered, at the bottom of the chest, a shabby leather bag containing a set of stone tiles about a thumb-joint in size. There were thirty-seven of them; one was blank and each of the others was engraved with a sign of an ancient alphabet.


  “Runes,” Guy said dismissively.


  “Futhorc!” I had met those signs before. Futhorc was the ancient Anglo-Saxon version of runes, the alphabet used by pagans before the blessings of the True Faith were brought to our island five hundred years ago. I had seen a script about them back at Pipewell, in the abbey library, so I was able to tell Guy what each symbol meant, but not why they had been so carefully engraved on tiles.


  “Not teaching,” he said, frowning. “Divination, maybe? To respond to an incantation without the need for a cantor?”


  We both turned to the heap of documents we had discarded. Lame as I was, my youth made me nimble, and he was growing almost portly. So I flopped down on the floor, and he pulled up his chair, and we began hunting for anything that might relate to the tiles. I glanced at each scroll in turn and told him what it was as I handed it to him, for spells are always known by their opening words.


  Most of them got tossed back in the chest, but we kept back three single-voiced invocations that sought an answer. All three invoked the Wyrds, the pagan goddesses of destiny, with the enchanter demanding to know what was in store for him. All three were written in the Christian alphabet. Two were almost identical, while the third was a separate creation, completely different.


  “Try them,” Guy said.


  I moved to a chair near the window, for rain was still pounding down, making the cottage dim. I spread the tiles on the table, within reach, then chanted the first of the three spells, which began Spricest ðu, “Do you speak?” I felt no sense of acceptance, so I did not bother to reach for any tiles. Then I tried the two versions of Hwæt segst, meaning “What do you say?” With the first I again felt no response, but halfway through the second . . . maybe. It was very faint, and it died away before I reached the end of the chant. By then chanters always know if a spell is going to work.


  Guy shrugged and moved closer to the fire. “Useless. Put all that stuff back in the chest and someday you can list it all.”


  But I laid the duplicate scrolls of Hwæt segst side by side on the table and compared them. “They’re not exactly the same, master. This one uses a dual pronoun to address the three Wyrds in a couple of places. That’s wrong! And the other has a dative case noun here instead of—”


  “Never mind!” Guy barked. “I’ve warned you a thousand times that tampering with the ancients’ words is not just a waste of time, it can be very dangerous. Oh, God’s flesh! Is that the vespers bell already?” He strode across the cabin and lifted his cloak off the hook by the door. I knew the faculty was scheduled to meet at sunset that day.


  Guy was normally a logical and patient instructor, but he would take only so much from a brash Saxon varlet.


  “And you,” he told me as he wrapped himself, “had better get back to the horses, or you’ll be trying to rub them down in the dark.” He paused with the door half open and regarded me suspiciously. “But put all that old tongue junk away first! You hear me?” Then he was gone.


  After six years, he knew me well enough to guess exactly what I wanted to do. As I said, most of the old spells did not work, so the Saxon material was no different from classical in that. The trouble, as I rebelliously saw it, was in the copying. I knew the infinite pains taken by the monks to avoid errors when replicating holy texts. Sages and their scribes had been less careful, and it was common to find divergent versions of the same text. Sages like Guy stubbornly refused to make any effort to correct the texts, not even quite obvious errors. Spells could go bad, they insisted, and men who tampered with them might raise the Devil by mistake.


  My mentor and I had gone over this same argument several times, and I had always deferred to his wisdom and authority. But that evening I felt rebellious. To repair an ancient spell would be a triumph, and my Saxon heritage made me especially attracted to these two, whose corruptions were so clear to my eyes.


  Hwæt segst was a very brief spell. It would also be a very valuable one if it could be made to work, for prediction is one of the hardest tasks in the enchanter’s repertoire. So I took time I could not spare to compare the two versions and memorize what I thought must have been the original text.


  Voices going past the door suddenly reminded me that night was falling fast and I had work to do. Most sages used their cottages as both sanctum and living quarters, but Guy had independent income, and soon after arriving at Helmdon, had made an arrangement with Thyra, a widow in the village, penniless mother of two girls. He normally slept there—she had already had a child by him and was working on another—but on a night such as this he might well decide to sleep in his sanctum in the academy.


  Hastily I tossed everything into the chest. Except the bag of tiles. I took that with me when I departed.


  Helmdon was not much of a village then, and is probably even less now, with the academy gone. The academy was located at the south end and its stable at the north, for no known reason. The entire hamlet could be taken in at a glance, being just a dozen or so cottages with thatch roofs and walls of cob. Understandably, several were then showing damage from the long wet. Windows were narrow slits, smoke escaped through a hole in the roof. Add in a few hedges, vegetable patches, and fruit trees, all strung along a single street that had now become a slow-flowing cesspool, and you have a good picture of Helmdon.


  Leaning on my staff, I hobbled along that sodden road as fast as I could go, trying to ignore that pain in my hip that such a gait always caused me. I paused only once, at Edith’s cottage. She cooked for the academy, and always prepared a separate evening snack for me in winter, when I could not tarry to eat with the others. That night she knew I was already late, and handed it out to me before I could even knock.


  I had to bring the five horses in from the common, wipe them off as well as I could, and feed them. When I had done all that, night had fallen and I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. I was also wet.


  My billet was still the hayloft above the stable, heated by the breath of the horses below me and as dark as the inside of a grave. The danger of fire prevented me from having heat or candles, and winter nights were maddeningly long. I climbed up there, stripped off my sodden clothes, and rolled up in my blanket. Then I ate my bread and cheese.


  The beat of rain upon the roof barely two feet above my nose was muffled by the thickness of the thatch, but I could hear the steady trickle of water into the barrels under the eaves. This deluge had begun on the eve of St. Matthew the Apostle and hadn’t stopped since. Although the lord’s crops had been safely gathered in, some of the peasants’ lay rotting in the fields, warning of hard times ahead, come spring.


  The horses snuffled, farted, and staled as usual, but I was confident that none of them was being dripped on. The mice in the thatch sounded busy, perhaps moving babies to drier nests.


  My bed was comfortable enough, and the prospect that what I was planning to do might summon the Devil did not worry me overmuch. My lack of progress at Helmdon frustrated me deeply. I knew everything a varlet could know, and some lore that was normally restricted to adepts. I believed Guy when he said he had asked several times for me to be promoted, but promotion required the faculty’s unanimous consent. I had a fair idea which of the other sages had vetoed me, but there was nothing I could do about it. I seemed fated to remain a stable hand forever. I could imagine myself as a competent village healer somewhere, but I was certain to starve to death before I began to earn enough to live on.


  The time had come! I would not dare to remove any tiles from the bag, because any I lost in the straw would never be found. Fortunately there was room for my hand inside the bag, and I could read the inscriptions with my fingers.


  And so, that horrible wet evening, I began to chant the Hwæt segst, begging the Wyrds to reveal my destiny. The old tongue is not a good choice for such an appeal, because its verbs lack the future tense that both Latin and French have. It gets around that by liberal use of flowery language.


  “What do you say, oh bird in the tree? Do you croak as the raven or trill as the lark? Gracious ladies, at your loom, what do you spin for me? Is the road rough or smooth? . . .” And so on.


  The horses, accustomed to my oddities, paid no attention.


  As I told you, an enchanter can almost always tell as he chants whether a spell is going to succeed or not. He—and usually his cantor, too, if he has one helping him—feels a rush of satisfaction that we call the acceptance, a sign that the spirits are hearing his plea.


  That evening I felt acceptance. I had met it before, of course, when chanting responses for Guy or another sage, or even performing minor healing spells on my own. But what I was meddling with that evening was a deeper, more potent mystery, and the acceptance was unusually strong, making my hair stir. I was reviving a magic that had not been used in centuries.


  Trembling with excitement, I selected the first tile my fingers found. The sign on it was undoubtedly man, corresponding to m in the Christian alphabet. I let it go, shook the bag, and drew another.


  The second was os, or o, and the third was rad, or r.


  I hesitated. Mor . . .? My prophecy would be given in the same language as the chant, of course. Mor could be the start of morgen, which was “morning,” or morig, “swampy.” Just about everywhere was swampy just then. It could also be the start of more ominous words, but at least I seemed likely to be given a real word.


  I drew again, and got thorn, or th.


  Morth was “death” or “destruction.”


  Starting to wonder just what I was meddling with, I dropped that tile and drew a fifth time. Os again. I was not surprised when the sixth tile was rad again.


  And then I drew the blank tile. Was that to signal a new word coming or the end of the reply? Very old inscriptions usually run the words together, leaving no spaces between them. And I believed that the tiles had spoken, for the acceptance had faded. I drew a few more times but was given no more guidance, only gibberish: lagu, cen, wynn. . . .


  So the prophecy was Morðor, and Morðor meant “murder.”


  Be careful what you ask for, as the old proverb says.


  chapter 3


  torn by conflicting emotions, I slept badly that night, as you may guess. Frightening as the prophecy itself was, I was overwhelmed by a sense of triumph. I had revived an ancient incantation that had been lost to the world, perhaps for unknown ages. I had done something that every sage in the academy had insisted was impossible. For the first time I could truly believe in my skill and my destiny as an enchanter—provided, of course, that I did not get murdered first.


  Not necessarily literal murder, I reminded myself. Morðor could mean mortal sin, or a terrible crime, or even drastic punishment, for the old tongue was often poetic or metaphorical. Whichever way it was intended, morðor was definitely not a good prospect.


  The drastic punishment possibility was certainly possible, for I had taken the bag of tiles against my tutor’s explicit orders. Discipline was very strict in Helmdon—far stricter than today’s lax standards. Varlets could be severely beaten. Squires rarely were, with the notable exception of Squire William Legier. I shall come back to him shortly. Sage Guy had never beaten me, but then I had never disobeyed his orders before. A varlet who proved his tutor wrong was practically begging for a beating, or even expulsion. I might find myself limping back to Pipewell before noon, and nothing good awaited me there, for my father had died and my mother remarried.


  Literal murder? At first glance, that seemed absurdly unlikely. Who could possibly commit homicide on a penniless servitor like me? But there was one possible candidate—Squire William Legier, who hated me to the point of insanity.


  William was a Norman, but otherwise something of a mystery. He was the most recently matriculated student except for Eadig son of Edwin, although at seventeen or so and owner of a creditable mustache, he was certainly older than most of them. The sages would not discuss his background, but his father was rumored to be a wealthy lord.


  Then, as now, a knight’s son would remain with his mother until he was seven, then serve as a page—for his father or his father’s overlord—until he was about fourteen, when he became a squire, entering knights’ training, expecting to be belted as a knight at around twenty-one. Then, as now, some squires chose not to work toward knighthood. Some entered the Church, others just enjoyed life as landowners, while a very few studied secular arts and became lawyers or sages.


  According to academy gossip, William was a fourth son; the two eldest had been trained for war and the third pushed into the Church, leaving only a secular education for the runt of the litter. Darker whispers suggested that he had been expelled from knights’ training after some terrible scandal, like blasphemy or cowardice.


  He certainly looked as if he had spent some years swinging maces or broadswords, running in chain mail, and all the rest of the sweaty things that squires have to do. Knights are always large, powerful men. He was as tall as me, and until old age gave me my stoop, I was unusually tall for a Saxon.


  William had turned up at Helmdon a few months ago, had behaved himself for a week or so, and then started being deliberately obnoxious. Refusing to tolerate such nonsense, Dean Odo had sent him home with—according to rumor—a letter saying that William was totally unsuited to be a scholar, and never would be before the Second Coming of Our Lord. But William’s father, whoever he was, had either enormous money or enormous power, because William had returned and remained.


  He did not mend his ways, though. He grew worse and worse, skipping most classes, turning those he did attend into riots, and refusing to learn anything at all. Lately he had even taken to wearing a sword, which was totally against academy rules, but more evidence that he had been trained for war, because it takes years of practice to bear a sword without tripping over it or banging into things.


  The sages responded with beatings, of course, which William accepted without a murmur. His tolerance of pain was incredible. He seemed unmoved by thrashings that would have any other student sobbing and screaming. I had little doubt that he was in some ways insane, waging a battle of wills against the faculty. So far neither side was willing to concede defeat.


  If he despised the sages, many of whom were revered for their wisdom throughout Christendom, his contempt for me was bottomless. In his eyes I was just a crippled Saxon stable hand who should not be allowed anywhere near Norman gentry. For months he had been trying to pick a fight with me. I refused to respond, because I had to, but it was not easy. I would gladly have taken him on with fists. Out of doors, where there was plenty of room, I would have even settled for my quarterstaff against his sword.


  He never swung the first punch, though, and I dared not. A Saxon who injured a Norman would almost certainly hang. Back then a Norman who injured or even killed a Saxon would merely have to pay compensation to the man’s lord, or owner if he were a serf. If there was any man in England who might murder me that day, it was Squire William Legier. Or would I finally lose my temper and murder him?


  Or Guy himself. I had taken the tiles on impulse, meaning to return them before he noticed their absence. That should be easy enough, for he often trusted me to work alone in his sanctum— writing, grinding potions, casting horoscopes. But I had used the tiles to disprove one of the basic tenets of enchantment. How could I not tell him what I had achieved, when the consequences might be so great? Highly respected sages do not enjoy their pupils making them look ignorant.


  He did have a temper. I had seen him thrash William several times. Now I had started disobeying, just as William did. It would seem to Guy that the troublemaker’s example was starting to spread like rot, so I could expect no mercy. For some unknown reason the academy was powerless to expel William Legier, but I was only a Saxon, and had no wealthy father behind me.


  chapter 4


  at long, long last the night began to yield. Seeing chinks of gray through the air hole in the gable, I reached for my clothes. I dressed as a peasant in those days, of course, and peasant dress has not changed at all. My basic garment was a knee-length belted smock, which had probably served several generations of plowmen before me. Originally a reddish color, it was now faded almost to gray, and was much patched. The sleeves fell a handbreadth short of my wrists, and I had to take care pulling it over my shoulders or it would have ripped in two. Below it I wore a thin linen shirt, to keep the rough wool off my skin, and leggings that laced to the shirt. They were all still damp from yesterday’s drenching.


  By the time I was dressed the roosters were crowing. I crawled to the hatch, clambered down the ladder, and prepared to face whatever the day might bring.


  My mind was still full of Guy, William, and morðor as I went through my morning routine of feeding the horses and shoveling out the barn. Knowing they would not stray far in such weather, I let them loose on the common to graze. They ran at once to shelter under the elms that gave Helmdon its name, huddling close together and looking miserable as the wind whirled yellow leaves down on them.


  By then it was daylight, as much as it was going to be. I donned my cloak and hood—the hood was leather and had belonged to my grandfather, the cloak was only waxed linen, and sodden by the weeks of rain. I gathered up my staff and the satchel in which I carried my supply of herbs. That day it also contained the futhorc tiles.


  I set off for the academy, hobbling as fast as I could go without pain, swinging my staff, trying to stay out of the deepest mud, but soon feeling trickles of water sneaking in under my hood and down my neck.


  No, it wasn’t much of a place to live. Looking back now, I am amazed at how accepting we all were of such peasant conditions. Life there was hard and short. Daily I give thanks to God, who has raised me so far.


  Even a cripple could make the journey in a very few minutes. I saw no one else out, and heard nothing other than some singing as mothers soothed bored children. The rain was so heavy that even the dogs and geese had taken cover, letting me go by without challenge.


  I did have one call to make, though. I turned aside to tap softly on the door of Widow Edith’s cottage. Being the academy’s cook, Edith raised a brood of four on the leftovers. My mouth began to water as I stood there under the eaves. Even before she opened the door my nose had told me that someone was going to enjoy meat today—possibly only the sages and adepts, of course, but we varlets and squires were allowed some once or twice a week.


  Edith was a short, plump woman with more smiles than teeth, ever ready with a quip, but when she peered out and saw me, she slid outside, rather than invite me in, and lowered her voice as we exchanged morning blessings. Behind her, children were arguing over whose turn it was to feed the pig.


  “How is he today?” I asked. Her youngest was dying and we both knew it. By long custom the academy provided free medical care for the village, but lately the sages had delegated that unprofitable duty to me. It was an acknowledgment of skill and trust that I really did not want on top of all my other duties.


  She shrugged pillowed shoulders. “The rain doesn’t help his cough. He’s asleep at the moment, Your Wisdom.”


  I was not then a Wisdom, of course, but I did not bother to correct her. “Then I won’t disturb him. Keep him warm and I’ll look in on him at noon.”


  It was Monday. In the morning, I would be tutoring some varlets and junior squires in reading and writing. Monday afternoons might see Dean Odo le Brys lecturing on numerology, Sage Alain on Aristotelean logic, or Sage Rolf on alchemy. None of those prospects pleased, especially the last.


  Smoke was rising from Guy’s cottage, so I postponed my confession and headed straight to the students’ schoolroom, which was just a single-roomed cabin like most of the others, furnished with three benches, a table, one stool, a chest to hold slates and chalks, and pegs for cloaks. At the moment it was cold and dark, but student heat would soon warm it, and I was permitted to light candles on days when the shutters could not be opened. I was anxious to write out a version of Hwæt segst incorporating my corrections.


  All but two varlets and two squires already knew their letters and would be off elsewhere, studying Latin under Sage Alain. I hoped that Squire William would play truant again. The varlets would cause me no trouble, being Saxons like myself, but squires, dave duncan not just William, never took kindly to having a Saxon in authority over them.


  I had barely lit the last candle when in rushed Varlet Eadig, known as Earwig. He was the newest and youngest varlet, still boyishly shrill and shoulder-high, with hair almost as blond as my own, millions of freckles, and a huge eagerness to learn. He bowed as low to me as he would to one of the sages, and wished me God’s favor that day. I responded in kind, thinking that God’s favor ought not to include murder, but might.


  Eadig draped his cloak on a peg and grabbed a place on the front bench, so that nobody taller could sit in front of him.


  “Why are you so old?” he demanded.


  “Because it’s twenty years since I was born.”


  He considered that for a moment, nodding to concede that it made sense. “But you know everything, so why aren’t you an adept or a sage?”


  “I don’t know everything and won’t if I live to be a hundred.”


  “But why do you have to chop firewood and look after the horses?”


  This was no secret. “Because my father couldn’t afford to pay for me to study here. Sage Guy discovered that I had a knack for horses and was eager to learn, so he arranged for me to be a servitor. That means I earn my lessons by looking after the academy’s herd.” And the people of Helmdon also, I thought with amusement, not to mention teaching trivial classes like that one. “Where are you from?”


  “Bicester.”


  “That’s a long way. Your father must have wanted to be well rid of you!”


  “Naw. He’s a freeholder, and wants me to know how to keep the accounts when I grow up.”


  “Then why not pay the priest to teach you?”


  Eadig grinned. “Because he’d sent my brother to the abbey to learn there, and the monks talked him into staying on and becoming one of them. He didn’t want that happening to me.”


  In my opinion, Eadig’s father had been worrying needlessly, but he might have outsmarted himself. While Eadig did not strike me as promising religious material, given time his sharp wits might make him an excellent sage.


  Then I heard the bell ring and had to abandon my hopes of writing out the incantation. As voices sounded outside, I handed Eadig a slate and a piece of chalk. No one below the rank of adept ever wrote on expensive parchment. The rest of us used slate or tablets of lime wood that could be sanded clean again.


  “Let’s get started,” I said. “The last letter you learned was m. The next one is n. Like m but with only two legs, not three, remember? So you write as many words as you can think of with that sound in them.” He suggested a few, automatically switching to French. Among ourselves, we Saxons naturally spoke in the old tongue, but almost nothing had been written in it for ninety-eight years.


  The door flew open with a crash and Squires Lawrence Debrett and William Legier swaggered into the room. Trouble had arrived.


  The gap between Saxons and Normans was wider then than it is now. The king and most of the barons spoke only French, and it was rare to meet a Saxon above the level of farmhand. Obviously, therefore, Saxons were incapable of doing anything better, yes? Even sages were not immune to this illogical bias.


  Lawrence began to unlace his cloak, saw that William was not going to remove his, and stopped. William stalked over to the front bench and deliberately cuffed Eadig’s ear.


  “Stand when your betters enter the room, worm.”


  Eadig jumped up, shooting worried glances at me.


  “That’s my seat. You sit there, trash!” said William, pointing to the second bench, right behind.


  Eadig scrambled out of the way.


  I braced for the battle. “Close the door, please, William.”


  “There’s a terrible stink of horse dung in here today, Lawrence.”


  Lawrence grinned. He was a decent enough boy—not much older than Eadig, smooth-faced, still speaking in a treble register, and very nearly literate enough to move on to Latin and other higher studies. Unfortunately, he was completely bewitched by his hero, William. The door remained open, admitting rain.


  “William, I asked you to shut the door.”


  “I think I hear a dog barking. Can you hear a dog barking, Lawrence?”


  Lawrence smirked and said nothing.


  I was rescued—that time—by the arrival of my last pupil, varlet Ulf son of Magnus, a slender, quiet lad, who bowed to me and closed the door unasked. Teaching four pupils at four different skill levels simultaneously was never easy; when one of them was intent on making it impossible, the results of the struggle could not be in doubt.


  They were all better dressed than I. Not that their basic wardrobe was that different—they did not flaunt their wealth like the peacocks you see around court these days; Helmdon was a rustic backwater, after all. But the quality and condition of their garments put mine to shame. They all owned hooded leather cloaks to keep out the rain; their hems hung lower, and there were no holes in their leggings.


  I handed Ulf a slate and chalk and told him to write a letter to someone at home, telling them how to travel to Helmdon. Then the two squires . . .


  “William, Lawrence, write out the Lord’s Prayer, if you please.”


  William displayed a goofy expression. “Oh, I can’t write, servitor. I get all mixed up with those b’s and d’s and p’s and q’s. You have to teach me.”


  “You wrote a very fair hand when you first came here.”


  “Must be the bad instruction, servitor. Driven it all out of my head, see? All I can do now is draw pictures.”


  “Then draw the Paternoster in pictures. But be careful you do not commit blasphemy, or the dean will have to report you to the bishop.”


  His eyes narrowed at this threat: bishop takes knight. “I won’t even try, boy. It must be blasphemy to use the Lord’s Prayer as a teaching model. I’ll complain to the dean.”


  I had long ago concluded that William Legier was in some ways utterly crazy. To rouse him to homicidal fury when the runes had warned me of murder and he was wearing a sword could be suicidal folly. That left me only one more die to roll.


  “Then go away. I won’t attempt to teach you if you refuse to learn.”


  He showed his teeth in a leer. “Make me.”


  “I won’t even try. Class canceled! Eadig, please extinguish the candles. You may all leave.” I limped over to the pegs, donned my cloak, collected my staff, and left. Perhaps my example would rouse the sages to do the same. If teaching ground to a halt, the dean would be forced to expel William, no matter what the cost.


  chapter 5


  obviously I must report what I had just done to the faculty, and the way to do that was to tell my tutor. So now I had two confessions to make; my sins were piling up. I plodded along the boardwalk to Guy’s cottage. The rain was showing signs of letting up.


  Every door of every sanctum in the academy bore a pentacle symbol as a warning that it was warded. In principle these warnings might be backed up by very terrible curses, but in Helmdon they never were, because we all trusted one another, and because someone might trespass by accident—a child, say, or an adult on a dark night. Guy’s ward, I knew, merely provoked a violent attack of hiccups. I knocked.


  I heard him shout for me to enter. Had I not known the password, I would have knocked again and he would have come to open the door for his visitor. Instead I just recited the necessary four words and lifted the latch. He was combing his hair and he was barefoot.


  I blinked as the smoky, steamy air stung my eyes. The hearth in the center of the room both crackled and hissed, as rain came in the smoke hole faster than smoke could escape. The stuffy warmth perversely made me shiver after the damp cold outside.


  I knew the cramped little place very well. I had spent hundreds of hours at the table there, toiling over herbals and grimoires under the sage’s stern eye, scribbling notes as his lectures droned on, or standing at the bench grinding powders in a mortar. I had filled and labeled most of the jars and vials on the shelves. I had helped him chant healing spells over patients lying on the examination couch, which he had obviously been using as a bed until a few minutes ago.


  Guy Delany was an esquire and a keen sportsman, commonly invited to hunt with the local gentry. Although he was of an age with the bookish Sage Rolf, he had kept his youthful energy. That he owned his own horse had been reason enough for the dean to put him in charge of the stables; he was also my tutor, which saved me from receiving conflicting orders from two masters. Guy enjoyed teaching, and two of the squires presently enrolled in the academy were also his pupils. No doubt he earned good money from their families, but he never neglected the Saxon servitor who cared for the horses. After six years the two of us had become close.


  Bowing, I said, “God’s blessing on you, master.” I removed my cloak carefully, trying not to spill too much water on the floor.


  “And on you, Durwin.” His tone startled me, so I forced my eyes to focus. His complexion was always ruddy, which is a sign of a choleric disposition of course, but I had only rarely seen him lose his temper. Now his face was much redder than usual; his neck seemed shorter, his shoulders bulkier.


  I glanced quickly at the old tongue manuscript chest, but the lid was closed, as I had left it. He must have noticed my guilty reaction, but somehow he had already known that I had betrayed his trust. I had no idea how. What a fool I had been, expecting to deceive a sage!


  He was frowning. “Aren’t you supposed to be teaching the chicks?”


  I explained about the intolerable William and my reaction.


  Guy’s frown became a furious show of teeth. “God’s mercy! One day I will smite that lunatic with the curse of Abélard, I swear!”


  I had never heard of the curse of Abélard, and had no idea why that learned and saintly theologian should have been dabbling in such evil enchantments. I learned much later that the name was a cruel reference to the operation often inflicted on male calves and colts with a sharp knife. The curse might not have literally sterilized William, but it would have turned him into a gentle, biddable softy. Such maledictions require many voices; they are black magic, which was neither taught nor performed in Helmdon.


  “Forget William for now,” Guy growled.


  Why? Why not just boot his backside out the gate and send him home? That was what was done to any other noncompliant student. I had seen it happen twice in my years there. But I must not pry into what were obviously faculty secrets.


  And my mentor was waiting for me to continue. “Let’s discuss your failings instead,” he said.


  I opened my satchel and produced the futhorc tiles.


  His bushy eyebrows rose slightly, suggesting that he hadn’t known the specifics of my transgression, just that I had done something wrong. He had not, as I had supposed, gone looking for the tiles and discovered their absence. He strode forward, snatched the bag from my hand, tipped the contents out on the table, and began to count them.


  “I never took them out of the bag, master,” I said, as meekly as I could. “They’re all there.”


  Satisfied that they were, he turned to glare at me again. He held out a hand. “The scrolls!”


  “No, just the tiles, master. I didn’t take any scrolls. I memorized what I needed.”


  “Then you weren’t using candles in the barn?”


  “No, master.”


  “So you were chanting in the dark?” Apparently that was worse.


  “Um, yes, master.”


  “Idiot! I ought to assay you now for demonic possession. I’ve told you and told you: never, ever, experiment after dark! A tried-and-true, benevolent healing spell would be safe enough, but anything you are not certain of, or that may be in the least bit ethically questionable, should only be attempted in broad daylight. Never a summoning, of any sort, for instance.”


  “Master . . . it worked!”


  “What worked?”


  “The Hwæt segst. It prophesied for me!”


  “Don’t try to lie your way out of this!” Guy roared, clenching his fists. “I dragged you out of a ditch, you bumpkinly Saxon ingrate. For six years I have taught you, nurtured you, promoted your cause to the faculty, and you reward me with rank mutiny? Great Heaven, how stupid can a lummox be? Chanting in the dark!”


  I was aghast, dismayed. I had nothing to say but I was certain he had never warned me of this before. Looking back, I suspect that he knew he had not given me that warning and was angrier at himself than at me.


  He took a couple of very deep breaths, then said, “Get out of here. Now! Before I throw you out, you worthless Saxon cripple. Out!”


  I stumbled out into the rain. Only then did I put my cloak on again.


  Now what? I must just hope that Guy’s rage would fade and he would forgive me. The alternative did not bear thinking about.


  Having free time was a heady surprise. I was able to spare some of it to comfort Widow Edith’s dying son, dosing him with herbs that would do him no harm and might ease his pain, although nothing could do much good for a four-year-old who looked like a two-year-old and coughed up blood. I had chanted the most powerful single-voice healing spells I knew for him, but I had felt no acceptance and knew that my appeal had been rejected. Even when I had called the academy’s best healer, Guy, to help, our joint appeals had been rejected.


  Edith knew, of course. As she was bidding me farewell at the door, she whispered, “How long, Adept?”


  I faked what I hoped looked like a smile. “If he can make it through until spring, summer sunshine will help.”


  She was not deceived. Her boy would not see Christmas. “Should I warn the others?”


  “I think you must discuss that with Father Osric, mistress, not me.” Osric, alas, was a barely literate farmhand, son of the previous priest, who mouthed his Latin by rote and was also a notorious gossip. While not as bad as some rural priests, he was not far below average, either.


  The soaked, miserable horses were eager to come to the treats I offered, knowing that rubdowns and oats would follow. I took them back to the barn and gave them the best rubdowns they had enjoyed in days. I found a scrap of writing tablet and wrote notes on the corrections I had made to the futhorc enchantment. Then it was time to go back to the academy for the main meal of the day. No one had tried to murder me yet—although I suspected Guy had come close. After all he had done for me over the years, I felt sick at having given him cause to berate me.


  The rain had faded to a drizzle.


  The refectory cottage was divided into two rooms, each with its own entrance. When Widow Edith and a couple of helpers from the village brought in the food, they kept the outer doors bolted until they had laid it out. Starving youngsters clustered outside in the rain like drooling puppies, while their elders had the patience to wait elsewhere.
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