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Prologue

 


The wind blew cold off the hills, rustling
branches and making the whistle-wood trees moan. Adric shuddered
and wrapped his cloak tightly around his shoulders. He glanced back
at the great stone palace and, beyond it, the spires of the city.
No one had seen him leave. He let out a small sigh. His father
would be so angry if he found out where Adric was going.

He turned and faced the grove of
whistle-wood trees. The trees bent and huddled together like old
men. The pitted bark caught the wind, sent it through with a tone
that changed in pitch with the wind speed. Some said the Old Ones
lived in the whistle-wood trees. Adric believed it. He thought he
saw faces shifting in the black wood.

The moans grew into shrieks. Adric put his
hand in his pocket and gripped the bell. The Enos wouldn’t hear
him, not on an afternoon like this. They would think the bell chime
was the cry of a tree. He stared at the hint of the cave opening
that he could see through the trees. He might never get another
chance to approach the Enos Cache.

He closed his eyes and swallowed heavily.
The tree shrieks sounded almost like laughter. He wondered what the
Old Ones thought of him, a ten-year-old boy shivering at the edge
of the grove. They knew his future. And so, said the legends, did
the Enos. He had to know if he would be a strong leader like
Gerusha, or if he would become as useless as his father.

The wind rustled his hair and then died. The
shrieking laughter faded. Adric pulled the bell from his pocket. He
gripped the handle when a hand covered his own.

“No need, Highness.” The voice was soft,
raspy, as pitted as the whistle-wood trees.

Adric made himself turn, although his heart
thudded against his ribs. An old woman stood beside him. Her skin
was dark, wrinkled, and cracked. Her wispy white hair hung to her
shoulders. She wore a long gray robe belted at the waist. She
looked normal except for her eyes–eyes with no whites, eyes as
black and deep as the mouth of the cave.

Her hand tightened on his. “You have come to
find out if you will be loved.”

He shook his head. His heart had moved into
his throat. “I–” His voice broke and he cleared his throat. “I came
to find out my future.”

Her smile was slow. “A ruler is loved
differently than any other, Highness.”

“I didn’t come here to find out about love,”
he said. He had never been this close to an Enos before. He didn’t
realize how spooky the black eyes were, how alien they made a face.
“I came to find out what will happen to me.”

“And love is not a part of that?”

The wind began again. The trees let out a
soft, deep hum. When Adric didn’t answer her question, the Enos
sighed. “Very well, then. Come with me.”

She led him through the whistle-wood trees
to a small clearing. No grass covered the floor, only dirt and the
stumps of trees. A small stone hut with a ridged roof sat in the
center of the clearing. Adric stopped. “Aren’t we going to the
cave?”

The Enos looked at him. A clear point of
light radiated from her eyes. “Do they teach you nothing at the
palace?”

Adric frowned.

The Enos shook her head. “Humans are not
allowed into the halls of the Cache Enos, Highness. It is our
agreement.”

“Oh,” Adric said, feeling a familiar
frustration. He wanted to know so much and they allowed him so
little. The ballads said nothing about pacts with the Cache Enos.
He followed her across the soft dirt and into the hut.

The hut was chill and damp, even though
Kilot had not seen rain for many months. The Enos lit three
candles, casting a soft light about the room. A wooden table sat in
the center of the room, surrounded by four chairs. A cot rested off
to one side, near the fireplace. In the half-light the Enos seemed
to have no eyes at all.

“Sit,” she said.

Adric pulled out a chair and sat at the
table. He ran a hand along the pitted surface, feeling the ridges
and bumps. The table was made of whistle-wood. He tried to stop his
hands from shaking. Carving whistle-wood was forbidden.

The Enos sat across from him. “Place your
hands flat on the table,” she said.

Adric did as he was told.

“You wish to see your future,” she said, and
he could hear the question in her tone. He nodded. She moved a
candle onto the table. “I will do my best, but remember: time
travels in circles through the mind. All future, all past, all
present, is a living entity that exists on its own plane.”

She covered his hands with her own. Her
palms were cool and work-roughened. A sharp pulling, almost a pain,
traveled through him and out his fingers. The wooden surface of the
table turned hot, and the Enos flung her head back. For a moment
Adric thought she was going to faint. Then she brought herself
upright, her eyes empty.

“I see a man running through the forest, a
pack of hounds at his heels,” she said, her voice flat. “He wears
rags, but carries the white mists of power within his heart. The
same man sits on a dais, hearing petitions. The people believe him
to be their protector, but the one he protects is you.”

The whistle-wood burned into his palms, but
the Enos’s hands froze Adric’s fingers and wrists. His eyes stung
and a throbbing began in the back of his head.

“A boy’s mind may be molded like soft clay,
but a man’s mind has the strength of granite. A child cowers in the
corner while his brother dies. The brother mourns for the child
pressed against the cold stone wall, the child who must have the
strength of ten men and is too young to have the strength of
one.”

Her grip tightened.

“They train you to be ruled as your father
is ruled, as your grandfather was ruled before him. A knife
glistens in the darkness. A simple silver ring adorns the hand that
guides the weapon on its deadly path, the path that seals the
darkness forever.”

She released him. He yanked his hands off
the table and held them against his chest. The pain had grown
worse.

The Enos bowed her head, took a deep breath,
and then looked at him.

“What does it mean?” Adric asked.

Her eyes were a faint point of candlelight
reflecting in the darkness. “I do not know, child,” she said. “I
never know.”

“But you said you would tell me what my
future is.” Adric rubbed his hands. His palms were reddening,
blistering.

“And so I have,” she said. “I did not tell
you I would interpret the meaning, for I cannot. I can see the
present, Highness, perhaps only a bit more clearly than you
can.”

“What you told me can’t help me!” he
said.

The Enos smiled, extinguishing the
candlelight in her eyes. “The Old Ones think it can. You wanted me
to tell you a bright, beautiful future, to wipe away your sadness.
Yet you want to be a great leader like Gerusha. Great leaders are
born of hardship, Highness. No one loved Gerusha either.”

“My father loves me.” Adric held his sore
hands together, wishing he had some ointment.

The Enos pinched out the candle on the
table. “That is not what your heart tells me.”

Adric extended his blistering palms to her.
“You burned me.”

She extinguished the second candle. The near
darkness made her seem younger. “Pain is the price we pay for
knowledge, Highness,” she said softly.
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White swirls of mist blanketed the trees,
hiding the river that flowed along the edge of Dakin’s land. Dakin
shivered, wishing he had worn a heavier coat.

The sharp edges of the crumpled letter bit
into his palm. Damned bard. He had looked so trustworthy when he
approached the great house. He had been too thin and his gaze had
been too bright, but his music had been beautiful. Dakin had always
loved beautiful music.

The damp grass chilled Dakin’s feet. He
stared ahead at the forest. The moss-covered trees seemed greener
against the fog’s whiteness, making the forest itself appear
impenetrable. The bard had nowhere to go. The man would die,
screaming, screaming until the hounds ripped his voice from his
throat.

“I hear of another hunt, Lord.”

Dakin whirled. His Enos stood behind him,
dressed in a white robe that matched the fog. Her wizened face,
half hidden by the cowl, seemed more foreboding than usual.

“The bard,” he said.

The Enos let the cowl down. “Do you think
that is wise?”

“Have you any objections?”

The Enos shook her head. Water beaded her
hair, making her look as if her skull were covered with dewy
spiderwebs. “I guard the land, not its inhabitants.”

She walked away, leaving no impression on
the damp grass. Dakin watched her go, feeling slightly unsettled.
If she wanted to warn him, she should have come out and said
something. Kensington had. In fact, Kensington had been the one who
started this whole thing.

A month ago, Dakin had entertained
Kensington in the garden just off the great hall. They sat at a
table among the sculptured trees and ate pheasant with wild rice
while the bard played for them. After dinner, the servants left,
the bard finished his last song, and Dakin and Kensington turned to
business.

Dakin had never liked Kensington. The man
was slender to the point of gauntness. The bones of his face stood
out prominently against the hollows of his cheeks, and his dark
eyes seemed to miss nothing.

“I am surprised you let that bard serve
you,” Kensington said as he leaned back in his chair.

“Indeed?” Dakin gripped the ridged stem of
his glass so hard that his fingers turned white. Kensington was a
distant relation of the royal family and ranked above Dakin. Dakin
didn’t dare be rude, even if Kensington had no right to discuss
Dakin’s household affairs. “And what should my objections be?”

Kensington shrugged and stared off into the
garden. “I can’t believe that you would knowingly harbor a
murderer.”

Dakin took a sip of wine, letting the deep,
rich flavor caress the back of his throat before he spoke. He hoped
that the liquid would wash the sarcasm from his tongue. “And who is
my bard supposed to have killed?”

“The Ladylee Diana of Kerry.”

Dakin set his wineglass down. He had heard a
hundred stories about the murderer of the ladylee and had believed
none of them. “That was over a decade ago. Someone would have
caught him by now.”

“The bard keeps himself hidden. Your lands
are about as far from Lady Kerry’s as possible.”

“The bard served Lord Lafa last. If he did
indeed murder the ladylee, I’m sure someone would have recognized
him there.” Dakin let the boredom seep into his voice. Shadows
crept across the clipped hedges, and the garden was growing
cool.

Kensington glanced at Dakin. The patch of
remaining light painted Kensington’s face, darkening the hollows of
his cheeks and adding a wildness to his eyes.

“I was there that night. I was with the Lady
Kerry. I had planned to ask Diana to be my wife.”

Dakin suddenly understood why Kensington had
mentioned the bard. Kensington meant no critique of Dakin’s
household. Kensington had an old vendetta against the bard. “This
is your vengeance,” Dakin said.

Kensington shook his head. “It is the Lady
Kerry’s as well. If you don’t believe me, write her. She’ll be
happy to know the bard has surfaced.”

After Kensington left, Dakin did write to
the Lady Kerry. He had her response crumpled in his hand. She knew
that the bard had murdered her daughter. She asked Dakin to kill
the bard or to extradite him. Dakin would have done neither if it
hadn’t been for the uprising, and those insulting, hateful songs
the bard had sung the night of the great banquet.

Footsteps crunched the grass behind him.
Dakin turned. The bard stood behind him, held in place by two of
Dakin’s manservants. They looked short and fat next to the bard. It
almost seemed as if the bard were leading them. He stood tall, the
mist shrouding him like a cloak. Chains were wrapped around his
waist, holding his hands behind his back. His black hair curled
over his collar, and his face, though pale, was darker than the
mist.

In the distance hounds bayed, an eerie,
undulating sound that told Dakin they knew of the upcoming hunt.
They would be down the trail soon.

“One last time, bard,” Dakin said. “Who do
you work for?”

The bard lifted his chin so that his eyes
were level with Dakin’s. “I work for you, milord.”

“And not with Rury?”

“No, milord. If I worked with Rury, I never
would have tried to stop the uprising.”

Dakin slapped the bard across the mouth. The
sound echoed through the glen. Dakin’s hand stung. “I don’t
appreciate sarcasm from one of my servants, bard.”

Blood trickled from a corner of the bard’s
mouth. He licked at the blood as if to see if it were there, then
tilted his head, and rubbed his lips against his shoulder. The
blood smeared on the black cloth. “It seems to me, Lord,” he said,
“that as soon as I am unshackled, I am a free man.”

Dakin permitted himself a small smile. “You
will be free,” he said.

He turned. The hounds emerged from the mist,
straining at their leashes. The droplets of water on their dark fur
made them appear even sleeker and stronger than they were. The four
hound masters had three hounds each bound to leashes, wrapped in
their hands. They were big men, and rough, but they all bore scars
from the hounds. The hounds seemed to pull their masters along. A
tangy odor filled the air, and Dakin wondered if it was the smell
of the hound masters’ sweat.

They brought the hounds to the edge of the
clearing. The animals stood still, waiting. They watched Dakin.
Their eyes were beaded and flat. If he made one threatening
movement, they would break their leashes and be on him. He had
watched those long, yellow teeth tear into Rury. He didn’t want
them to touch him.

Dakin grabbed the collar of the bard’s shirt
and ripped off the bloody shoulder. The bard never looked at the
hounds. His gaze stayed on Dakin. Dakin looked into the bard’s
eyes. Dakin had never before realized how cold and blue they
were.

Finally Dakin made himself look away. He
handed the cloth to one of the manservants, who walked to the hound
masters. The hounds, recognizing the ritual, strained toward the
manservant. They snuffled at the air, their tongues lolling. A thin
thread of drool trickled from one of the hounds’ mouths. The
manservant’s hand shook as he reached over the hounds to hand a
hound master the cloth.

The hound master let his three hounds sniff
the cloth. They scratched the ground, then tilted their heads back,
and howled. Goose bumps ran up Dakin’s spine and a shiver of
excitement tickled his groin. He thought of the kitchen wench he
had brought up to his rooms the last two nights, and wondered if
the violence shimmering in the hounds would excite her too.

The hound master handed the cloth to the
next master, who let his hounds sniff it. The hounds howled in
turn, and the others danced around them. The air tingled with
suppressed rage and anticipation. When the hounds were loose, they
would shred the bard.

When the last dog howled, Dakin turned to
the bard. “They know your scent now,” he said. “They know they are
supposed to kill you. And they will kill you. No one has survived
my hounds, although I’m sure that each who faced them thought he
would be the first.”

The hounds pointed their noses at the bard.
They all stood still, their gazes on him. Their mouths were open
and saliva trickled from more than one. The bard still hadn’t
looked at them.

Dakin waved his hand. The manservants let go
of the bard. They unlocked his chains and unshackled his feet. He
didn’t move but continued to stare at Dakin until they were
done.

“You have one hour,” Dakin said. “Use it
well.”

The bard nodded once. He rubbed his wrists
and walked toward the forest. The hounds strained toward him,
yipping as he passed. Some snapped their jaws on the empty air. He
stared straight ahead, his stride sure. As he reached the trees,
the white mist enshrouded his black-clad frame like an aura. He
stepped behind some long green moss and disappeared.

The hounds howled. The hound masters’
muscles bulged as they fought to keep the hounds steady. Dakin took
a step away from them, their fervor making him nervous. Do you
think that is wise? the Enos had asked. Dakin shook the voice
from his head. The hunts had worked before. They would continue to
work.

He stared at the forest, wondering why the
mist seemed less opaque.
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Seymour leaned against a tree, gathering his
luck around him. All morning he had heard the baying of the hounds,
the mournful wailing that meant someone was about to die. The
hounds had never before come so deeply into the forest. Either
someone had run far, which Seymour doubted, or Lord Dakin finally
realized that Seymour was alive.

The cold ground dug into his backside. He
had been shaking for hours. He had survived the hounds once,
through luck and some careful preparations. Usually, though, his
luck was poor. He couldn’t count on his magic saving him again.

Seymour stood. He had a set of traps
scattered a few yards away. He would try a spell once he was
certain the hounds were after him. When that spell failed, he would
run for the traps. He could catch at least two dozen hounds in
those traps; that would stall them for a time and at least give him
a lead. He hoped to get enough of a lead to make it to the city
safely.

A twig snapped. Seymour swallowed. Branches
to his left rustled. He had heard the hounds. They hadn’t been that
close, he was sure of it. Still, he grabbed his ebony walking stick
and finished placing his luck web. He remembered what the hounds
were like, their mouths dripping, teeth sharp and pointed. He had
seen them come back from a hunt once, bloody froth on their lips.
He stood, clutched the stick to his chest, prepared to shove the
stick into the ground and begin a chant should he see a hound.

A man burst through the thick blackberry
brambles and stumbled on the dirt. His long black hair was matted
and tangled with leaves and twigs, his face bloody and
dirt-covered. His clothes hung in tatters, and he had lost one
shoe. He wouldn’t survive much longer.

Seymour took a deep breath. The hounds were
chasing someone else, not him. He was safe.

A hound howled. The sound rang through the
trees. The man glanced over his shoulder, the fear on his face
clear. He was heading toward Seymour’s hiding place. Another hound
howled. They had found his scent. Seymour bit his lower lip. If he
helped the man, he might have Lord Dakin after him again. But if he
didn’t help, the hounds would tackle the man and tear the skin off
while he still lived.

Seymour’s hands shook as he lowered his
staff to shin level. The man turned forward just before he reached
the staff. He tried to jump, but his left foot caught on the round
black surface and he tripped, sprawling on the pine needles at
Seymour’s feet. The man rolled over and started to push himself up,
but Seymour grabbed his arm and raised a single finger to his
lips.

He moved his staff, checked to see if it was
unmarked. The ebony was as smooth as it had been the day Lord Dakin
had given the stick to him. Seymour ripped a piece of bloodied
cloth from the man’s pants. The man was still on his knees,
panting, as if he were trying to catch his breath before running
again.

“Wait,” Seymour whispered. He tied the
bloody cloth to the staff. He could barely breathe. He had been
prepared to do this spell, but he had hoped he wouldn’t have to. He
had never done it successfully. He had hoped that he would have
enough luck, but as he stood at the edge of the clearing, traps on
one side, hounds on the other, he knew that he would fail.

The underbrush thrashed. Seymour thought he
could hear the hounds snuffling forward. The man was getting to his
feet slowly, as if he were in great pain. Seymour shoved the staff
into the hard dirt. He closed his eyes, picturing his luck web
rising from his shoulders and wrapping itself around the staff. He
shaped the web into the form of the man behind him. Then Seymour
opened his eyes and snapped his fingers.

He could see nothing different. Panic rose
in his stomach. The man had gotten to his feet and was swaying as
if he were going to fall again. Seymour grabbed the man by the
waist and propelled him forward. They had to get out of there, get
behind the traps.

They stumbled forward, between the tall,
moss-covered trees. Seymour stopped and reached into the
undergrowth, setting the traps. They had to work. If they didn’t he
would be in trouble. As it stood, he figured that he could take the
man home for at least a short time. Lord Dakin didn’t know that
Seymour still lived, which meant that he didn’t know about the
cabin, as Seymour had feared all morning.

He led the man down the dirt-covered bank
into the brook. It was a dying tributary of the river that bordered
Dakin’s land–barely enough water to get their feet wet–but enough
to stall the hounds after they escaped the traps. Seymour helped
the man through the water and up the other bank to the small
clearing where his hut stood.

A howl echoed through the forest, followed
by several more. Seymour had heard that sound from a distance four
times in the past three weeks. The hounds had found their quarry.
The man turned, his entire body trembling. Seymour felt his own
shoulders relax. The Old Ones were smiling on him. The spell had
worked.

“We have a little time now,” he said. “The
hounds think they have found you.”

The man glanced once at Seymour and then
looked away. The man’s reaction–or lack of reaction–stifled some of
Seymour’s pleasure at his success. The man should have been
surprised that a magician had helped him. Instead he seemed to
accept it. Seymour shrugged inwardly, wondering who the man was and
why Lord Dakin wanted to kill him.

They walked across the path leading to the
hut. Grass almost as tall as Seymour brushed against them, tickling
his skin and making him itch. He was glad that he hadn’t cut the
grass away from the path. It would be hidden to anyone who didn’t
know it was there.

The hut was made of stone and smelled damp.
Seymour stepped ahead of the man and pushed open the heavy wooden
door. Inside, the hut was dark and chilly. The fire had gone out.
Seymour had to squint to see the furniture. He helped the man into
a chair beside the fireplace, then stacked fresh wood inside the
hearth, and started a new fire. When he had come here the first
time, he had used the last of his luck to do a simple child’s spell
on the fires made in the hearth. Any smoke rising from the fire
would be colorless and odorless. He was glad that spell had
succeeded.

As soon as small flames licked at the logs,
Seymour rose. The man hunched in the chair, his hands to his face,
breathing heavily. Seymour found his water bucket, dipped a cup in
it, and touched the man gently on the shoulder. The man raised his
head and opened his eyes.

He took the cup from Seymour and drank. The
man’s gulping noises were loud in the quiet room. When the man
finished, he leaned back and closed his eyes. Within seconds his
breathing was easy and steady.

Seymour stared at the man for a moment. His
mother had taught him healings for burns, mostly as a protection
from his own mangled spell-casting, but she had never taught him
how to treat cuts and lacerations. Seymour had watched her, though,
when she worked in Lord Dakin’s house. She always cleaned the
wounds first.

He brought the water bucket over to the
chair. The fire was burning brightly now. Shadows danced across the
walls. Light caressed the chairs, the bed, and the table that made
up most of Seymour’s possessions. The man’s face was haggard in
sleep. His mouth was slightly open, and his features had sunken
into his face. His body was covered with cuts, and his skin hung
raggedly around several wounds. In the forest he had been moving.
Here he seemed almost dead.

Seymour dipped several clean cloths into the
water. He wrung out one and dabbed the man’s face. The man twisted
and moaned, but did not wake up. Seymour gripped the man’s chin to
keep his head from moving. Much of the blood was old and encrusted,
and most of it came from scratches, probably caused by thorns. As
Seymour cleaned away the blood, he saw how the scratches were
layered: a scratch near a scratch near a scratch. The man had been
running for days. He must have been very fit when he started.

Seymour ripped back the man’s shirt and
cleaned his chest. Here the skin was covered with bruises as well
as scratches. One thick red area wouldn’t come off, and it took
Seymour a moment to realize that the man had an old, blurring
tattoo.

Seymour continued cleaning and tending,
working his way down to the man’s legs. His thighs were scratched,
but his knees were in tatters. The man had to have fallen a lot.
The skin had almost scraped off, and the knees themselves were
swollen. Even after wiping the dirt and blood away, Seymour
couldn’t tell if there were other injuries. The scraping looked
similar enough to a burn that Seymour called an herb witch ice
spell his mother had taught him. Seymour could feel the power
running through his hands, coating the man’s kneecaps with ice. The
man shivered once, and sighed deeper into sleep.

Seymour folded the dirty rags and set them
in a corner. Then he grabbed the bucket, took it outside, and
walked through the grass to the brook. He could hear the hounds
baying, the cries of the retainers as they tried to urge the dogs
forward. The retainers would have to get Dakin–and they would have
to replace these hounds. By then, Seymour hoped, the trail would be
cold.

He poured out the water on the side of the
brook, crouched, and filled the bucket again. The water here wasn’t
deep, but it was cool and fresh. Without it he wouldn’t have been
able to survive as long as he had in the hut. He didn’t know what
he would have done if there had been a drought, like the one the
land had suffered through 20 years before.

He glanced back at his home. The hut still
looked abandoned. The grass was tall and, except for the worn area
near the side where he usually walked, looked undisturbed. No smoke
rose from the chimney, and the place appeared dark. He would have
to leave it soon. Once Lord Dakin realized who had tricked him, he
would begin a search for Seymour and the man. Within a few days the
lord would find the hut. Seymour sighed. He didn’t want to go to
the city, but he didn’t know where else to go.

When he went back inside, the man was still
sleeping. Seymour set the water bucket in its place beside the
door. He took the carrots, peas, and beans he had set aside for his
dinner, mixed them with herbs and a few potatoes, added water, and
poured them into the pot that hung over the fire. He puttered
around the hut as the stew cooked, preparing the bed and cleaning a
few dishes so that he could share his meal with his guest.

As the scent of herbs and cooking vegetables
filled the hut, Seymour heard a groan. The man had raised his head
and was rubbing the back of his neck.

“How long was I asleep?” he asked.

“Not long.” Seymour stirred the stew. He
added a little of his precious store of flour to thicken the broth.
“Are you hungry?”

“Ravenous.” The man stretched and winced.
“I’m also very stiff.”

“You will be for a few days.” Seymour ladled
some stew into two bowls. Steam rose from the mixture, and in the
half-light the vegetables looked very bright. He brought the bowls
over to the man, pulled up a chair, and sat across from him.

The man took his bowl and ate quickly.
Seymour did not offer him more, knowing that a stomach that had
been empty and stressed for several days could take only a little
nourishment at a time. When the man had finished, he flexed one leg
and then the other, but did not flinch, although the movements had
to have been very painful. “You bandaged me.”

Seymour nodded, pleased at the simple
acknowledgment.

“Thank you for helping me,” the man said. “I
don’t think I would have survived another half day.”

“I know.” Seymour took a bite of his stew.
The gravy was too thick and had too much basil, but the food still
tasted good.

“You took an awful risk. Dakin’s hounds–”
The man stopped himself. He gazed into the fire and shuddered once.
Finally he faced Seymour again. “I’m Byron, late of Lord Dakin’s
service.”

Seymour smiled. “I’m Seymour. Also a former
member of Lord Dakin’s household.”

“You’re a wizard?”

“A magician.” Seymour took another bite of
stew. “My father was a wizard, but a great talent like his comes
once in a century. I survive on a little talent and a handful of
luck. This is the second time I’ve outwitted Dakin’s hounds.”

Byron laughed. The sound was deep and warm.
Seymour felt as if he had just found a fire on a cold and rainy
day. “And Lord Dakin would have us believe his hounds are
invincible,” Byron said. “He’ll be furious to see they’ve been
beaten by a stick and a piece of bloody cloth.”

“He’ll know whose stick that is.” Seymour
took a final spoonful of stew. The food had lost its rich flavor.
“He gave it to me a long time ago and let me take it with me as a
‘goodwill’ gesture when he sent me to the hounds.”

Byron shifted in his chair. His movements
seemed pain-filled. “Does he know where you are?”

“No. And I don’t want him to find out.”
Seymour sighed. “I was hoping that he would forget about me.”

“Lord Dakin forgets nothing.”

“I know.”

They sat in silence for a moment, then Byron
gripped the armrests on his chair. He slowly pulled himself up,
putting some of his weight on his legs. Seymour hurried to his
side, planning to catch him if he fell. Byron grabbed Seymour’s arm
and stood completely. Gradually, Byron released his hold on
Seymour, tottered for a moment, and then steadied himself.

“You shouldn’t be doing this,” Seymour
said.

“I wanted to see if anything was broken. I
fell more times than I’d like to remember.” Byron glanced at
Seymour. “In fact, you tripped me.”

Seymour shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d stop
if I yelled.”

“I wouldn’t have,” Byron swayed again.

“You need to get back down,” Seymour said.
“Take the bed.”

Byron looked at the bed in the corner of the
room. Seymour had restuffed the pallet to make it thick and covered
it with two heavy blankets he had found in the hut. “It’s yours. I
couldn’t.”

Seymour put his arm around Byron’s waist.
Seymour could feel the ridges of Byron’s spine. “Let’s go
slowly.”

“No, Seymour, I–”

“No arguments. You’re taking the bed.”
Together they moved across the room. Byron used Seymour’s shoulder
to steady himself. His grip tightened with each step they took. By
the time they reached the bed, Seymour knew that his shoulders
would be bruised.

Byron collapsed on the blankets. “This is
soft.”

“My one luxury. Someday I’m going to have a
whole room full of luxuries.” Seymour bent over to help Byron under
the blankets, but the younger man had already fallen asleep.

Seymour sighed. Byron had said very little
about himself. And now they seemed to be linked somehow. A hound
bayed, the sound faraway and melancholy. Seymour shivered. He
wished that he would wake up with the dawn and discover that the
whole day had been a long, crazy dream.
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The Enos stood at the edge of the forest.
Green tendrils of moss caressed her shoulders, touched her back. A
moment before, something had pierced the earth and drawn magic.
Weak magic, poor magic. She closed her eyes and reached for the
source of the earth’s pain. The magician, the young one, the bad
one. And beside him, the white mists of power. She could feel the
hounds’ paws scratch the dirt, move toward them. The land
remembered the blood, the violence from the last death.

Time circles traveled across her mind. The
magic would not hold the hounds. The white mists would die, pollute
her land. The land would know even more violence, would come to
love it. She felt the weight of blood pour over her shoulders, seep
into her skin as blood would seep into the dry earth. She would
change, no longer steady, no longer constant, seeking to fulfill a
hunger that came from the outside: the sweetness of blood.

With an apology to the Old Ones, she reached
into the earth, grabbed the tip of the magician’s staff, and filled
it with the image of the white mists. His scent coated the land,
every pine needle, every bramble, every blade of grass. She wiped
the real trail clean and then clutched the tree for support.

She sent a silent apology to the Old Ones.
They would understand. They would have to. She was guarding her
land. They couldn’t punish her for guarding her land.

The tree bark scratched her skin. She felt
old, older than the land itself. She was guarding her land, but she
was also helping a human, doing the forbidden. She hoped that her
simple action had not caused the final time to begin.
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Seymour twitched in his sleep. He knew he
was dreaming, but he couldn’t free himself from the images. He was
running, running as fast as he could, his feet slipping in the
fresh spring mud along the river, the hounds baying behind him. He
had to get deep into the forest–deep enough that they wouldn’t find
him–before he could cast his spell. Branches hit his face, his
arms, causing the skin to sting. More than once he got a mouthful
of bitter leaves and had to spit them out. Behind him, the hounds
wailed, a long, thin sound that turned into a high, sustained note
that cascaded into song. A song. Someone was singing. Seymour
grabbed the sound as if it were a rope and pulled himself into
wakefulness.

His back ached from the thin pallet he had
placed in front of the hearth. Sometime during the night he had
covered himself with a cloak, but he was still cold. He rubbed the
sleep out of his eyes and sat up.

The singing continued. A tall, thin man was
setting a bowl on the table. He tilted his head from side to side
as he worked, his voice running up and down in scales. He looked so
different from the man who had crashed through the brambles the day
before that Seymour hesitated before speaking.

“Byron?”

The man looked up. His dark hair fell across
his forehead and his eyes sparkled. “Good morning, Seymour. Did you
sleep well?”

“Not as well as you, I think.” Seymour stood
slowly. His limbs felt stiff, aching from the hardness of his bed.
Byron was moving easily as if he hadn’t been injured at all. “Last
night you could barely walk.”

Byron sat down at the table and pulled a
bowl in front of himself. “I’m still sore, but I figure the more I
move, the quicker I’ll heal.” He ate a berry from his bowl. “The
food’s good. Come on and sit down.”

“In a minute.” Seymour walked to the water
bucket, poured some water into his basin, and splashed his face.
The coolness felt good and wiped the last trace of sleep from his
mind. He had never seen anyone heal so fast. Even his mother’s
advanced herb-witching spells couldn’t cause such rapid healing. He
patted his face dry and pulled a stool over to the table. Byron had
filled Seymour’s cup with water, and had filled the bowls with
berries from the back of the hut. Seymour took one and let the
sharp sweetness roll over his tongue.

“You were very luck to find this place,”
Byron said. “Obviously someone had a garden out back.”

“How long have you been awake?” Seymour
asked.

Byron shrugged. “With the sun, I think. I
couldn’t sleep any more.”

“And you got up–healed?”

Byron laughed. Seymour remembered the warmth
of the sound from the night before, but then he hadn’t heard the
music. The deep rills of Byron’s laugh had the same richness the
scales had had a moment earlier. “No. I’m probably in more pain now
than I have been in years.” He took a breath, and for an instant
his skin seemed to turned pale. “It’s all in the mind, though.”

He gazed down at his food and swayed a
little. “In the mind,” he repeated, as if to himself. Then he
looked up at Seymour. “Years ago, I worked with an Enos who taught
me that the best way to overcome illness was to believe that you’re
well. If I concentrate on how badly I feel, I’ll be useless.”

Seymour remembered the tattoo on Byron’s
chest and wondered if it was Enos-made. “Well, it’s good to see you
moving around,” Seymour said. He wondered what else Byron had
learned, if he had learned Enos tricks for healing or Enos magic.
He would ask on the trip. Somehow he had to tell Byron that they
had to leave. The magic wouldn’t hold forever, and Lord Dakin would
discover the hut. Seymour wanted to be in the city by then.

“More water, Seymour?”

Seymour nodded. Byron reached behind himself
and grabbed the pitcher. As he poured the water, sunlight glinted
off a slender silver band on his right hand. Seymour hadn’t noticed
the ring the night before. “Gift from Lord Dakin?”

Byron set the pitcher down. “What?”

“The ring. Is it a gift from Lord
Dakin?”

Byron twisted the ring slightly. His
expression was somber. “No.”

Seymour felt a chill in the word. He ate a
few more berries, unable to taste them. His father had often used
that cool, dismissed tone, especially in later years when he had
realized that Seymour would never be a great magician. His father
had never believed that Seymour could do spells more complicated
than the hearth spell he had used when he arrived in the hut. And
yet he had made his staff into Byron and fooled the hounds.
Seymour’s father would have been surprised.

“You must really have offended Dakin,”
Seymour said, then stopped. Byron looked up and his expression
seemed as warm as it had when Seymour awoke. “He usually calls his
hounds off when they get this deep into the forest.”

“I was his bard,” Byron said. He smiled. “I
was supposed to praise him.”

“And you didn’t.”

“In the beginning, perhaps. But not after I
saw who he really was.”

Seymour understood. He had grown up in Lord
Dakin’s service, following his father. His father had never allowed
Seymour to associate with any of the other servants. Seymour only
gained friends–and knowledge of Lord Dakin–after his father had
died.

“You met Rury.”

Byron leaned back in his chair. “I met Rury.
He’s dead now.”

The words made Seymour’s hands cold. He had
always known that Rury would face the hounds. Seymour hadn’t
realized that one of the hunts he had heard had marked the death of
one of the most courageous people he had ever known. “Hounds.”

“Yes.” Byron’s fists clenched and
unclenched. Seymour could see the anger, still fresh. “Dakin raised
the rents again, shortly after I arrived. Rury decided he had had
enough. He convinced others in the village not to pay the
additional fee. Dakin was having a quiet dinner one night, and I
was getting ready to perform, when one of the retainers reported
the problem. Dakin didn’t move. He was extremely calm. He had no
idea who was behind it all, so he punished everyone. He imprisoned
the head of each household that refused to pay tribute. Of course,
no one was able to pay then, and a lot of families backed down.
Someone betrayed Rury.”

Seymour pushed his bowl away. It clattered
along the tabletop. “I always knew something would happen. Rury
said things had to change. He said if they didn’t, there would be
war, and war would bring down the wrath of the Enos.”

“It’s the Old Ones we have to guard
against,” Byron said.

“You believe in the Old Ones?”

Byron shrugged. “The Enos who trained me
did. That’s enough for me. For now. I suppose the time will come
when I have to test that belief.”

“Did Rury?”

“No. No one stood up for him. Except me, in
my own ineffectual way. I begged Dakin to examine his policies and
make a compromise with the villagers. After all, he needs them as
much as they need him. Without their labor, he has no wealth. But
he doesn’t see it that way. I made him angrier. And he decided to
go after Rury’s sister, Nica.”

“The herb witch,” Seymour said. He
remembered her kindnesses. She had taken over the job after his
mother died, even though she lacked formal training. Nica had
always felt inferior, rather like Seymour. They shared that, at
least.

“I hid her, found her a horse, and sent her
to a friend of mine south of here. When Dakin discovered that Nica
had disappeared, he decided to kill Rury. I think Dakin had other
plans for Nica, or–I don’t know. I just know that he was
infuriated. Rury died the next morning. He was no match for the
hounds. He had been imprisoned nearly a month, and he could barely
stand when they brought him out to the riverbank. Dakin made me
watch the whole thing, and I could do nothing. He expected me to
write a song about it, and I did. I sang it that night at the
banquet. It was a rollicking tale, about the lord of the manor
developing a taste for blood. I compared him to his hounds, I laid
all those deaths at his hands. I kept singing until he grabbed my
lute and smashed it against the table, and even then I didn’t quit.
He knocked me out. When I woke up, I was in his dungeon, waiting
for my turn with the hounds.”

Seymour clasped his hands together to
prevent them from shaking. Dakin would never forgive the man. He
wanted the bard’s blood. Dakin hated a personal insult, and Byron
had insulted him more deeply than anyone had before. “Other gentry
overtax their peasants,” Seymour said, wishing that he had never
heard the hounds bay the day before.

“I know,” Byron shot Seymour a quick glance.
“I get into trouble a lot. But I have a lot of friends. I can find
someone to help you once we’re out of the woods.”

Seymour sensed that Byron was apologizing.
“Once we’re off Dakin’s land, what you did won’t matter,” Seymour
said. Unless it happened again. Seymour would have to make his own
way in the city.

“Dakin’s hounds will find us soon, won’t
they?” Byron asked.

Seymour nodded. “This hut is pretty
visible.”

“The afternoon, then.” As Byron stood up,
his movements were a little shaky. “Will you be able to get
everything together by then?”

Seymour glanced around the hut. Almost
everything belonged to the place. A few of the items he had made,
but nothing that he wanted to keep. He would leave everything for
the next needy person. “There’s nothing to take.”

“Except provisions.” Byron lifted the cloths
Seymour kept near the door, probably looking for one large enough
to carry things in.

“Byron?”

He looked up.

Seymour’s stomach was jumping. “I’ve never
been away from these lands. We need to go to the city, but we can’t
stay there too long. Lord Dakin’s land surrounds it. We might have
to go somewhere else.”

Byron smiled, slowly and easily. “You know,”
he said, “I’ve always fancied being bard to the king...”
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Lord Dakin dismounted outside the stable. As
his feet hit the soft ground, his legs quivered. He had been riding
for over three days. He leaned against the stallion for a moment,
smelling the sweet odor of horseflesh and feeling the sweat on the
animal’s side. He had ridden the horse too hard. The grooms would
have to give it a good rubdown and feed it well. He needed a bath
and a meal himself.

He walked up the path to the great house. He
was so tired that his body felt heavy. Damn the bard. So few
escaped the hounds. He should have known that the bard would be one
of them.

But the magician–who would have thought that
Byron the bard would have found Seymour the incompetent? The
incompetent who had twice deceived the hounds. That magician had
been faking his poor performances all along. Dakin remembered the
feel of the ebony stick beneath his hands, the sheer force he had
used as he smashed the thing into small pieces. The hounds had gone
wild. He and his men had to use branches to keep the animals from
ripping the ebony as if it were human flesh.

Dakin passed the sculptured gardens, noting
the gardeners hunched along the path, inspecting a plant that grew
across the dirt. At least they were doing their jobs, and doing
them well. He hated the incompetence, the arrogance, and all of the
trouble he had had lately. He would love nothing more than to kill
both the bard and the magician with his bare hands.

His retainers would find the bard soon.
Judging from the blood-soaked rags Dakin had found in the hut, the
bard was in bad shape. He wouldn’t be moving very quickly even with
his two-day head start.

As Dakin approached the great house, he saw
his personal secretary standing before the door. “What is it?”
Dakin asked.

“Milord,” the secretary said, dipping his
head. The movement was always a sign of bad news, as if the man
expected Dakin to unsheathe 
a
sword and behead him immediately. “You were to meet the Lady Jelwra
in Nadaluci this evening.”

Dakin swore softly. The Lady Jelwra was not
a person to ignore. She was after his southern lands for their
river access. She had already taken the land from Lord Lafa that
adjoined Dakin’s, claiming that it had belonged to her family for
generations.

“I would like a massage and a large meal.
Send word to the stable to prepare a different stallion. I
exhausted the last.”

“Very good, sir.”

No, it wasn’t very good. Dakin pushed past
his secretary into the coolness of the hall. He had been planning
to stop the Lady Jelwra from usurping Dakin land, but he hadn’t
known how to go about it. Now he was riding into the meeting
exhausted and angry, frustrated from a failed hunt.

He would have to leave the bard until later.
But when Dakin found him, he would kill him slowly and painfully.
The hounds were too quick. Dakin would think of something that
lasted much, much longer.



 



 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter 2

 


Adric sat on a bench in the southeast corner
of the courtyard. The sun shone light and thin over the palace’s
high walls. If he squinted, he could see the spires of Anda beyond
it.

He had been waiting since dawn for Lord
Boton. The lord had promised him a trip into the city–Adric’s first
time ever outside palace lands–and had even showed him his father’s
seal on the order. The trip felt like a consolation prize. All of
the other things he had asked for since he had seen the Enos–a
better education, the opportunity to watch his father and the
Council work–had been met with blank stares and polite smiles. Lord
Ewehl had said crossly that no prince before Adric had asked for
anything. Adric had replied, equally as cross, that he planned to
be different.

The stone bench was cold, and his bottom had
grown numb. He had flattened the grass separating the cobblestones
with his feet. His fingernails were ragged from chipping at the
mortar between the stones in the bench. He wondered how much longer
he should wait. Perhaps he had had the day wrong. Perhaps Lord
Boton had forgotten him.

Adric stared at the palace walls around him.
When he had first arrived at the courtyard, only a few maidservants
and a handful of retainers stirred. The windows above him were
dark, hinting that the entire palace slept. Now he saw movement
through the windows across from him in the west wing, his parents’
wing.

With his mother’s pregnancy, both of his
parents had taken to sleeping late in the morning. Adric used to
have breakfast with them. Now he didn’t see either of them until
dinner time, if then. He spent his days reading in the palace’s
small library or bothering the grooms in the stables. Once he had
tried to follow Lord Boton on his rounds, but the lord gently told
Adric he had no place in the farthest recesses of the palace. As
Adric watched the palace awaken, he saw the serving children cross
the courtyard. Some carried buckets of water on their shoulders.
Others ran on some kind of mission. All of them working, all of
them doing something important. He wished that just once he could
be as useful as they were.

The smell of freshly baked bread filled the
courtyard. Adric’s stomach rumbled. He had had a small
breakfast–four stale biscuits and a soft apple–and he wanted
something else. If he went into the kitchen, however, the carriage
would arrive. Then Lord Boton would think that Adric no longer
wanted to go.

The double doors leading to his parents’
wing opened. Two retainers stepped outside and held the door back.
Adric’s father emerged, his mother beside him. The sun fell on
them, illuminating his father and leaving his mother in shadow. His
father’s doublet sparkled, and he stood tall and slim. Adric’s
mother looked small and fragile beside his father. She had one hand
tucked in the crook of his arm. The other hand rested on top of her
rounded belly. The royal physician had told her that the baby was
in danger and that she must spend most of her time in bed. But she
had been seeing the herb witches who lived in the kitchen. They
assured her that good food and exercise would help the baby more
than anything. So Adric’s mother walked in the morning and slept in
the afternoon. Adric had heard some of the serving girls talk,
saying that although his mother ate a lot, she couldn’t seem to
hold much food. He was forbidden to see her except at the meals she
attended, and his father refused to answer questions about her
health. Adric worried about her. He wanted a baby brother, someone
to play with, but he wanted his mother more.

His father helped her down the single step
into the courtyard. She said something and he leaned toward her to
hear better. His father cared about his mother. Adric eavesdropped
on servant’s gossip, since it was his only source of information,
and he had heard more than once of a servant’s surprise at the
king. His father never looked at another woman, unlike the lords of
the council, and he banished those who even made such suggestions
to scullery work or dungeon duty on the far side of the palace.

As his parents crossed the courtyard, Adric
stood up. He brushed the mortar chips from his pants, took a deep
breath, and crossed into the sun. His father stopped walking when
he saw Adric.

“What are you doing out this morning,
lad?”

Adric felt a little shiver of shock run
through his belly. “I’m waiting for Lord Boton. He promised to take
me to Anda.”

“The city?” His mother ran a hand over her
face. Deep shadows circled her eyes and made her look older.
“You’re too young to go to the city.”

“Your mother’s right, lad. You’d best stay
here.” His father put a hand protectively over the hand his mother
had tucked in the crook of his arm.

Adric swallowed hard. “But, Father, you
signed the order. Lord Boton showed me the document yesterday with
your seal.”

His father blinked and stared at the sun.
His eyes were small against the lines of his face.

“I thought we agreed that Adric would see
the city with you when he was older.” His mother’s voice seemed
rough on the edge, tinged with panic. She had always been
protective of him, saying the oldest child and heir was too
valuable to risk.

His father shook his head. “I’m sorry, lad.
I had forgotten. Lord Boton brought the order to me and I did sign
it. I think he’s old enough, Constance. And with Boton, he
certainly doesn’t need me.”

The edges of his mother’s mouth pinched
together. “I don’t want you to go,” she said to Adric.

“I’m the one who asked to go. I haven’t been
off the grounds, Mama. I would like to see some of the world.”

His father looked down at him. “Yes. I hear
you’ve been making a bit of a nuisance of yourself, asking
questions and wanting to follow the lords.”

Adric clasped his hands behind his back. “I
would like to learn.”

“Learning is something that happens, not
something you pursue.”

“Then how did you learn your kingly duties,
Father?”

His father’s cheeks puffed. “You have no
need to learn kingly duties, boy, not as long as I am alive.
And I plan to be alive a long, long time.”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant–”

“All you need to know to be king is to
listen to others and take their good advice. And I am giving you
good advice now. Stop making trouble, stop asking so many
questions, and stop coveting my job.”

“He’s just a boy,” his mother said. She
extended a hand to Adric. He took it, feeling the delicate bones of
her fingers. “You don’t mean anything, do you, dear? You just want
to be like your father.”

Adric almost shook his head. He wanted to be
his father’s opposite. “I don’t mean to cause trouble,” he
said.

“Well, see that you don’t cause any more,”
his father said. “Come along, Constance.”

His mother squeezed Adric’s hand. “Be safe
in the city. Don’t do anything alone.”

“I won’t, Mama,” Adric said. His mother’s
hand slipped through his, and she walked with his father back to
the west wing. They fell into shadow, their bodies almost ghostly
pale in the dimness. Adric watched until they went back inside,
then returned to his bench.

If his father hadn’t known of the trip into
town, then maybe it wasn’t going to happen. But he had seen that
look on his father’s face before, often in front of a council
member at dinner, discussing a policy his father was supposed to
have made. Adric clenched his fists. He would not just take the
advice of others. He would make his own choices. And if his father
didn’t want him to learn, Adric would make sure that his father
never discovered what Adric was doing. He would learn. He would
become one of the wisest men in the kingdom. By the time he was
twenty-one, he would be able to give his father advice, just as
lords Boton and Ewehl did. And his father would listen.

The bench seemed chillier than it had
before. Adric crossed his arms over his chest. The sun had grown
brighter now but not warmer. It almost seemed like a winter sun,
thin rays without heat, but the winter was long past. His stomach
rumbled again, and he wondered if he should give up when he heard
the faint clip-clop of horse hooves.

He stood up, then sat back down, not wanting
to seem too eager. He had never been to the city, but he knew what
it would be like. All the tall, fair people wearing robes similar
to those worn by the council, circling the carriage and paying
obeisance to their prince. He would lean out the window and wave at
them, commanding them to stand up and see him. They would, and he
would smile, and then he would get out of the carriage and someone
would fix him a spectacular lunch. Word would get back to his
father about how well Adric had done in the city, and his father
would be proud.

The clip-clop had gotten louder, and behind
it Adric could hear the rattle of carriage wheels on stone. His
hands had turned cold. He clasped his knees and leaned forward. The
carriage rounded the corner, and the air hissed out of him in
surprise. It wasn’t the blue carriage with the royal insignia
painted on the sides, but an unmarked black carriage, the one they
used for funeral processions. Four black horses pranced in front of
it, their manes caught in black plumes and their tails braided with
black ribbon. A groomsman rode in front and two footmen stood in
the back. Adric refused to let his disappointment show on his face.
That wasn’t his carriage. His carriage had still to arrive.

Yet the carriage stopped in front of him.
Adric inhaled the scents of horse sweat and leather. The rounded
door creaked open, and Lord Ewehl stepped out.

Lord Ewehl was short but so excessively thin
that he seemed tall. His skin had sunken into his face, leaving his
bone structure jutting prominently. He licked his lips and smiled,
but like the sun, his smile had no warmth.

“Are you ready to go to Anda, Highness?”

“Lord Boton was supposed to take me.”

“Lord Boton was called on business. He asked
me.”

Adric looked at the carriage and then at the
lord. He hated Lord Ewehl, and Lord Boton knew it. Perhaps this was
a test to see how much Adric wanted the things he was asking for.
If he said no to this trip, he would probably never receive
anything else.

“And you chose this carriage?”

“For safety’s sake, Highness.”

“Young master!”

Adric turned. One of his mother’s
maidservants waved at him from the west wing of the courtyard. She
picked up her skirts and ran across the uneven stone, her bare feet
making slapping noises. When she reached Adric, she curtsied.

“What is this?” Lord Ewehl asked.

Adric took the girl’s hand and helped her to
her feet. Her skin was rough and already lined, but her hair seemed
soft. He wondered if this was one of the women his mother had
rescued from the kitchen. The girl glanced at Lord Ewehl, then
reached into the folds of her skirt, and brought out a small
sheath.

“Your mother asked me to bring this to you,
young master, for your trip.”

Adric took the sheath. The leather case was
warm. A pearl-studded hilt extended from it. He wrapped his hands
around the gems and pulled. A thin knife the length of his forearm
emerged.

“She bids you to wear it on this trip, and
to be safe.”

“He doesn’t need any weapons,” Lord Ewehl
said.

The girl glanced at him, and Adric thought
he saw something like hatred in her eyes. “Milady the queen told me
not to leave until her son accepted the gift and promised to take
it with him.”

Adric undid his belt and slipped the sheath
through it. “Thank my mother,” he said. The small gesture of
support warmed him. The girl curtsied again and ran off down the
courtyard.

“A weapon might cause you more trouble than
you need,” Lord Ewehl said.

“My mother thinks it necessary,” Adric said,
“so I will wear it.”

The lord shrugged, grabbed the bar beside
the carriage door, and pulled himself inside. Adric did the
same.

The smell of leather was stronger inside the
carriage. Two padded seats ran along the front and back walls of
the carriage. Lord Ewehl took the front sear. Adric reached back,
grabbed the door, and swung it shut. The carriage rocked. Adric sat
on the other seat near the far window.

The seat coverings were made of smooth black
satin, as were the window curtains. Lord Ewehl tapped on the roof
with his fingers, and the carriage lurched forward. Adric hit his
head on the wall, sending a wave of pain from his skull down his
neck.

“You must rock with the carriage, Highness,
or you will get bruised.” Lord Ewehl’s lips curved with a trace of
amusement. Adric wished Lord Boton sat across from him. Lord Boton
would have touched his knee and asked if he was all right.

“What kind of business is Lord Boton doing?”
Adric asked. The pain in his head had eased to a dull throb.

“Documents, with your father.”

“My father is with my mother. I just saw
them.”

“The work was left over from yesterday. Your
father wanted to see them first thing today.”

Adric glanced out the window. They were
still inside the palace grounds. “My father didn’t say anything
about that when I told him Lord Boton was taking me to Anda.”

“Your father had probably forgotten.”

“Then Lord Boton could have come with
me.”

“He does his duty, whether the king
remembers what he asked for or not.”

Adric glanced at Ewehl. The lord still had a
faint smile on his face. He was lying. Adric had been right about
the test, then. He felt a trickle of disappointment that Lord Boton
would trick him, test him. Lord Boton had always been the one he
could trust. But when he got back, he was sure Lord Boton would
tell him all about it, and would praise him for doing well.

Through the window Adric saw the tall,
carved stone of the walls pass by him. And then they were outside
the palace on a dirt road that curved ahead through rows of large
trees. The carriage bumped for a moment, then settled into the ruts
that lined the road. The trees outside the window were large. Their
leaves and branches formed a canopy above the road, letting only
patches of sunlight through. Adric was glad that they were
traveling by day. The dark road would be gloomy at night. And even
though the trees were young and straight, they reminded him of the
whistle-wood trees near the Cache. Those trees had seemed almost
alive, as if they could reach out and hold him. These trees lacked
that vibrancy, but they still had a presence.

“Do Enos guard these trees?” Adric
asked.

“There is a land Enos here, but it is
untamed. I believe it works with the Cache Enos. The land here
still belongs to the palace. I will let you know when we cross into
Lord Demythos’ land.”

Adric frown when he thought of Lord
Demythos. The lord wore only black, and when he arrived for the
council meetings, he made it a point to give his greetings to
Adric. Adric did not know if the lord expected something from him
or was simply paying him a courtesy.

Adric’s stomach rumbled, and he placed a
hand over it. “How long until we get to the city?”

“Perhaps an hour.”

“Lord Boton said he would tell me what to do
once we reach the city.”

Lord Ewehl leaned back and crossed his legs,
putting his ankle on his knee. “Lord Boton makes too much of this.
Use common sense, Highness, and you can survive the city.”

“Is common sense why you chose this
carriage?”

The smile slid from Lord Ewehl’s face. He
tilted his head back and gazed at Adric through hooded eyes. “I
suppose you could say that.”

“I thought we would take my father’s
carriage, the blue carriage.”

“And announce to the city that the young
prince has arrived and is ready to be taken? Not sensible,
Highness.”

“You’re saying that I’ll be in danger in the
city?”

“Highness, many people see you as a way to
get to your father.”

“Why would they want to get to my father?
He’s well liked.”

Lord Ewehl chuckled. The sound echoed in the
small compartment. “By the gentry, of course. But as you’ll see
once we reach the city, many others aren’t fairing so well by his
policies.”

“They’re your policies too. You’re one of
the ones who advise
him.”

“So I do. And just because people disagree
with the policies does not make them bad.”

“But they threaten my father.”

“No, Highness. They just make certain places
unsafe. Which is, I’m sure, why your lady mother gave you that
knife.”

The carriage tilted on two wheels as it
rounded a corner. Adric grabbed the satin seat and leaned into the
curve. The trees were thinning and the road was growing lighter.
The rattle of the wheels seemed louder inside, but Adric could
barely hear the horses. The carriage itself groaned as it
rocked.

“What did the Cache Enos tell you?” Lord
Ewehl asked.

Adric felt as if the carriage had stopped
moving for a moment. He willed himself to breath. Someone had been
spying on him and had reported to Lord Ewehl. “I have never seen a
Cache Enos.”

“Highness, you saw her a fortnight ago, and
ever since you have been hounding us to make you into a ‘good
king.’”

“I asked her what would make a good king,
and she told me.” Adric licked his lips. They felt dry and
cracked.

“Enos never give advice. They prophesy.”

Adric shrugged. “This one gave me
advice.”

“You lie, Highness.”

Adric sat forward. “You wouldn’t talk to my
father this way.”

“Your father isn’t ten years old.” Lord
Ewehl hadn’t switched his position, but his body had gown tense.
“What did the Enos say to you?”

“Why is it so important for you to
know?”

“The prophecy might be important to the
kingdom.”

“Then I will tell my father when I get
back.” Adric tightened his fists against his legs. His father
bristled at even a slight comment about leadership. Adric couldn’t
imagine telling his father about the Enos’s comments. “If you’re so
curious, why don’t you ask the Enos yourself?”

“Because I am not a member of your family,
Highness. She will not speak to me.”

Adric frowned. “I thought the Enos were
there for us all.”

“They deign to speak to some of us
sometimes, but they belong to the land. Only the cities have no
Enos protection. And the Enos only speak to those who control the
land.”

“You control land. She should speak to
you.”

“My own Enos does. The Cache Enos only speak
to the royal family. You should know this, Highness.”

“I don’t know it!” Adric’s voice sounded
shrill. “And when I was with her, I made mistakes, too. No one
tells me anything. Now do you see why I want to learn? I want to
know the things you know and my father knows and what Lord Boton
knows. You say common sense will help in the city. I don’t even
know what common sense is!”

Lord Ewehl finally sat forward. He patted
Adric’s knee. Adric moved away. “You will do just fine, Highness.
You know more than you think you do.”

Adric looked out the window. The trees had
disappeared, replaced by rolling fields lined with hedges. Rows and
rows of leafy plants braced against sticks ran perpendicular to the
carriage. People knelt beside the plants, picking red balls and
placing them in buckets. Adric squinted at some of the plants
closest to the road. Tomatoes. He wondered how anything could grow
in the drought his father complained of. He stared at the people.
They were servants. Their clothes were worn, but none were
tattered. Many wore no shirts and revealed sun-darkened skin.

“Lord Demythos’ land,” Lord Ewehl said. “He
lets his peasants work unsupervised.”

Lord Ewehl’s tone sounded disapproving. But
the people looked contented to Adric. They seemed to be working
hard and getting a lot done. He sighed and leaned his head against
the curtain. “How much farther?”

“Not much,” Lord Ewehl said.

They rode for the next few miles in silence.
Adric watched as the fields eased into hedges and then into
trampled grass. Finally, around a corner he saw the spires of Anda,
looking tall and spindly against the clear sky.

“We’re here,” he said, not caring about the
excitement in his voice. Another road merged into the one they were
on, and they suddenly found themselves in traffic. Another carriage
pulled in ahead of them, and riders along either side. Adric looked
at the horseflesh, and decided that it was of poor quality. The
riders wore dusty clothes and had sweat trickles on their sunburned
faces.

Lord Ewehl leaned his head out the window
and looked around. “Congestion,” he said. “I hate the city.”

The rumbling of the other carriages mingled
with their own, and the thud of the horse hooves grew louder.
Voices cried out to one another, and Adric caught only part of the
words, nonsense syllables mostly, it seemed to him. A stench grew
in the air. He was able to recognize manure and rotted food, but
there were other smells equally as foul blended in.

He looked out the window and saw a long wall
that encircled buildings. Dozen of horses and carriages were going
in and out a gate. The wall and gate were made of wood planks
strung together. Adric squinted. Inside, he could see the edges of
more buildings made from wood.

As the carriage pulled inside the gate, the
noise and smell grew stronger. People, many in rags, their bodies
unwashed and coated with dust and dirt, teemed against the
carriage. More people, some without hands or with large sores
covering their skin, cowered next to the gate. A man on a horse
whipped them as he went by. Shouts, calls, whistles, an occasional
whinny, and the rattle of carriages built to a cacophony in Adric’s
head. A man stood on a large rock near one of the buildings,
screaming something about the vengeance of the Old Ones. Hands
pounded against the carriage, reached for Adric. Voices called for
a coin, sir, just one, spare me some money, sir, I haven’t eaten in
days. Adric wanted to shrink back into the carriage, but he didn’t
want to miss anything. The city was nothing like he had imagined.
It was thriving, alive on its own, and yet frightening at the same
time.

The carriage stopped, and Adric had to grip
the windowsill to keep from falling. The hands that were reaching
suddenly grabbed on, and Adric heard a whistle, crack, and snap of
the whip the footmen used to keep ragged people off before he saw
the black tip draw blood. Adric gazed across the crowd at the
buildings that seemed scattered haphazardly beside the roads. The
buildings were top-heavy, their second story hanging out over the
first. A woman leaned out an upstairs window and tossed the
contents of a slop jar into the street. The liquid splattered
people below, and one, a fat man wearing green velvet robes, shook
a bejeweled fist at the building. Down the other streets the crowd
seemed thinner. The edges of signs blocked his view. Dogs ran
through the crowd and he thought he saw a chicken scratching at the
dirt.

“Can we get out here?” Adric asked.

“We haven’t even reached the central city,”
Lord Ewehl said.

“But we’ve stopped.”

“There must be something in the road ahead.
We will start in a moment.”

Adric gazed out the window. His stomach was
jumping, and he felt as if he had to move. “I only have the day,”
he said, “I want to see everything. Let’s move.”

He stood up. Lord Ewehl remained sitting. “I
will stay with the carriage. One of the footmen will accompany you.
Tell him when you want to go back, that we’ll meet in the usual
spot in the center of town.”

“The center of town. Okay.”

“Wait.” Lord Ewehl reached into his pocket
and pulled out a pouch. “You’ll need this.”

Adric took the pouch. He felt the coins
clinking against the cloth. “Thank you,” he said. He let himself
out the door. The sunlight seemed brighter. It was warm here, but
the smells seemed less cramped, less closed up. He climbed down the
steps into the crowd, and winced as unwashed bodies rubbed against
him. He glanced up once to see a footman climbing down from his
perch behind the carriage, and then he pushed his way through the
crowd to one of the side streets.

As he got outside the throng, he saw
merchants pushing carts and calling their wares. One had meats,
another fresh fruits. Adric stopped one of the meat carts and
bought a chunk of beef, but when he bit into it, the meat tasted
rancid. He spat it out and looked for the merchant to complain, but
the man had already disappeared. Adric tossed the meat aside, and
noted with surprise that a dozen people dove for it.

He kept moving, deciding that he would buy
something to eat later. On the corner a troupe of jugglers tossed
sticks in the air. They were good, better than some who had come to
the palace. Adric saw a merchant toss a coin into a hat one of the
jugglers held out; Adric did the same. His coin, gold and shiny,
caught the gaze of several bystanders, and they looked at him as if
sizing him up. Perhaps they were beginning to realize who he was.
He smiled and nodded. A prince should always be kindly to his
subjects.

He turned down a side street and had to duck
to avoid hitting the base of a sign advertising a cobbler shop.
Here the noise was not as loud, but the garbage smell was stronger.
A river of waste, spoiled food, and ruined lumps ran in a ditch
down the center of the street. Adric sneezed and wondered why they
didn’t keep the garbage in a central place as they did at the
palace. Outside the city, on that patch of trampled grass, would do
nicely.

There were fewer people on the streets here.
The men wore well-tailored clothes and the women lifted long skirts
as they daintily crossed the muck. The signs hung at odd angles,
some jutting out into the street, all of them with words and
symbols. The cobbler’s had a shoe, and the tailor had a needle and
thread. Adric was leaning out so that he could see the others when
someone grabbed him and shoved him against a wall.

Splinters ran up his back and into his
shoulders. A man with a large, running sore under his eye and a
mouth half empty of teeth held him by his arms. Adric squirmed. The
man’s breath smelled like a dead animal.

“I want that pouch of yours, laddie.”

Adric blinked, and then recognized the man
as one who had been watching him when he paid the juggler. The man
must have followed him. Adric looked for the footman, but saw no
one. Fear ran through him then, and a little panic. The man could
kill him.

The man reached for Adric’s shirt. Adric
shove a knee into the man’s groin. As the man let out an ooof of
pain, Adric pulled his knife from its sheath.

The man’s eyes narrowed. He grabbed Adric’s
wrist until the knife twisted free. It clattered against the side
of the building as it fell. The man yanked the pouch from Adric’s
pocket, then threw the boy aside. Adric tried to get his footing,
but he stumbled and slipped in the muck. He landed, bottom first,
in the river of garbage. Water splashed in his mouth and eyes,
burning and tasting foul. He pushed himself up and out, looking for
the robber, but the man was gone. Adric walked back to the side of
the building. His knife was missing, too. His breath hitched in his
throat. Lord Ewehl had known this would happen. He had planned to
embarrass Adric, and it had worked.

Adric walked back down the side street, past
the jugglers and into the crowd. The roadblock was gone. Carriages
moved freely down the street. He scanned for the footman and saw no
one. The footman knew where the meeting place was. Adric
didn’t.

He let out a shudder. He was alone. And he
was lost.

 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 Chapter 3

 


Seymour couldn’t shake the smell from his
nostrils: feces, garbage, human and animal sweat. The city reeked.
He had been inside the gate for only a short time and he already
hated the place. And the noise was almost as bad as the smells:
people screaming at each other; carriages rattling; horses
neighing; dogs barking; merchants hawking their wares. Each sound
built on the next until they reached a rumbling din that had no
substance, only a continual throb in Seymour’s head. He felt
trapped here, unable to see the sky without something–or
someone–blocking his view.

“I don’t like it here,” he said. They had
walked for hours through the forest. His ears had strained for the
sound of Dakin’s hounds, and all the time he had thought he would
be safe once he reached the city, once he saw the gates of
Nadaluci. He hadn’t thought that he would be frightened of the city
too.

“You have a better idea?” Byron brought his
hand down and adjusted his shirt. His face was streaked with dirt
and sweat.

A merchant bumped Seymour with his wooden
cart. Stepping back, Seymour stumbled against a woman carrying a
baby. He stepped up on the wooden platform beside a stable, and
leaned against the building as if it provided protection. “I
haven’t heard any ideas,” he said.

Byron glanced at Seymour and then looked
away. Byron had deep shadows under his eyes and his limp had
returned. Seymour had suggested staying in the forest another
night, but Byron insisted on coming to the city. He seemed to feel
that they would be safer here.

A woman passed, dragging two children along.
She crossed into the street ahead of a white horse bearing a
retainer. The horse reared and its front hooves narrowly missed the
woman. She pushed her children forward as if nothing had
happened.

Seymour wanted off the street. He didn’t
want to get trampled and he didn’t want to go deaf. The smell was
making him nauseous. “Don’t you know anyone here?”

“I may know some people, Seymour, but I
wouldn’t know where to find them. I still don’t understand why you
can’t change a few pebbles into gold–”

“They’ll change back.”

“We’ll be gone.”

Seymour crossed his arms in front of his
chest. “A man only has so much luck, and we might need it later on.
I can’t guarantee that the spell would work.”

“What’s the harm in trying?”

“I don’t want to waste my luck on something
that will fail,” Seymour snapped. The muscles along his back and
shoulders were tight. “I only have so much luck.”

“Well, I only have so much energy,” Byron
said. “We’ll have to stop here. I am not going any father than
Nadaluci–at least for the night.”

Shouts of “Carriage! Carriage!” rose above
the din. People on the street scurried to the side, parting like
trees in a windstorm before the large, approaching carriage. Six
white horses with gold braided manes and gold trappings pulled the
carriage. Two coachmen sat on top and four groomsmen flanked the
sides. The carriage itself was white, unblemished by the travel.
Four white banners with a blue star in the center flew from each of
the groomsmen’s stations. A woman gazed out the window, her face
veiled by a thin white curtain.

Seymour coughed as dust rose around them.
Byron coughed too, but didn’t take his gaze from the carriage.
Seymour swallowed, barely able to wet his mouth. He was thirsty and
hungry as well as tired. “Where are we going to stay, then?”

The carriage rounded a corner. The flags
lingered for a moment, like a hand waving good-bye, before they
disappeared. Byron turned. “We have no choice, Seymour. We stay
here.”

People were streaming back into the streets.
A beggar limped past, clutching a swollen arm that smelled of pus.
Another beggar tugged on Seymour’s robe. “A spare coin, lad? Just
one?” Seymour shook him off and turned his back, more in fright
than anything else.

“I still don’t see how we can stay,” he
said. “We don’t have any money, and I really don’t want to sleep on
the streets.”

Byron ran a hand through his hair. It stuck
up in tufts around his forehead. “I have an idea.”

A merchant in long sheepskin robes tossed a
coin at a group of beggars. They dove for the money, pushing,
shoving, and fighting among themselves. The merchant laughed and
moved on. Seymour shivered. There wasn’t even charity here.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

“Follow me.” Byron stepped into the road,
ignoring the horses much as the woman had. Seymour followed,
dodging beggars and manure, wondering if the mud had been caused by
rain or horse piss. The stench in the road itself was even thicker
than it had been at the roadside. Byron walked quickly and Seymour
had to hurry to keep up.

They stopped in front of a row of wooden
buildings. Byron glanced at a faded sign advertising an inn. He
grinned. He grabbed Seymour’s arm and led him away from the
door.

“There’s a tavern inside that inn,” Byron
said. “I want you to go in and see if there’s a merchant or a
nobleman of my build. If there is, approach him, make up some kind
of story, and find out where his room is. Then come tell me.”

“What kind of story?” Seymour’s hands had
grown cold. When he was six, he had lied to his father about
completing his first spell. His father had demanded to see it, and
when Seymour hadn’t even known the incantation, his father had
punished him by calling a whirlpool from the river and wrapping him
in it. Seymour’s mother had found it, demanded his father stop, but
by the time he had, Seymour had already been cut in a dozen places
by the water’s sharpness. He hadn’t lied since.

“I don’t know what kind of story. Whatever
the circumstances demand.”

“What happens if I fail?”

“You won’t.”

Seymour wished he was that certain. If he
didn’t want to attempt a spell, though, Byron’s idea was the only
chance they had. Seymour grimaced. He couldn’t concentrate well
enough in the noise to gather his luck web. He glanced at Byron.
Byron nodded.

Seymour took a deep breath and walked to the
inn door. The door was deeply carved oak. Seymour pushed and it
didn’t move. He leaned against it and the door swung open
slowly.

The place looked dark and gloomy. Dust motes
rose in the light from the door. Then the door shut, cutting out
the outside noise as if everyone out there had disappeared. Seymour
blinked and saw nothing but darkness. Voices punctuated by laughter
reached him. The low tones were a relief after the din of the
street. He sneezed once, clearing the outdoors from his nostrils.
The inn itself smelled of ale and greasy food.

Seymour’s eyes adjusted. Stairs on his left
ran up into more darkness. He was standing near the first row of
benches. The tavern was crowded. Men huddled around tables, and
women in low-cut blouses and skirts ripped just below the knees
carried trays covered with mugs. A fire burned in the hearth on the
far side. A portly man wearing a grease-stained apron watched
everything from a door across the room. Another man sat alone at a
small table near the hearth. The only empty chair in the place was
beside him.

Seymour pushed his way though the chairs and
drinkers, narrowly missing one of the serving girls. She grinned
and pressed her breasts against him as she moved forward. Seymour
ducked aside and stopped beside the man sitting alone. “Do you mind
if I join you?”

The man grunted his approval. Scars covered
his face, and one of his eyes bulged out. Seymour wondered if the
man had been in an accident or a lot of fights.

“I was wondering if you could help me,”
Seymour said. His heart pounded. This man wouldn’t put him in a
whirlpool for lying, but the man might add a scar or two to his
face.

“Depends,” the man said. He still didn’t
look up.

The man’s tone made Seymour shiver. “I’m
searching for someone.”

“What do I look like, the city guards? Ask
the barkeep.”

“You look like a much more observant man
than the barkeep.” A true lie, and an automatic one. Seymour
flushed. The man finally looked up. Another, newer cut ran just
under his hairline, making him seem as if he were perpetually
frowning.

“Do I now?” The man took a swig of his ale
and wiped his arm across his mouth. “Who are you looking for?”

“Tall man, slender, very well dressed. I was
told he was staying here.” Seymour scanned the room. His eyes had
adjusted to the darkness. He saw several men that fit his
description.

“You know his name?”

“I know one of his names. He uses many.”

“Hmmm.” The sound was noncommittal, but the
man seemed interested. He leaned forward.

Seymour bit his lower lip. He forced himself
to continue. “He travels from place to place under different names.
He dresses like a merchant and sometimes like a lord.”

“I might know who you mean,” the man said,
shoving his mug aside. “Why are you looking for him?”

“He steals things.” Seymour wondered at the
ease of the lies. They slipped out of him as if he had done it all
his life.

“And you want to get something back?”

Seymour nodded. “Do you know him?”

“Know him? He’s standing right over there.”
The man nodded his head toward the far side of the room. A tall
lord wearing a satin broad coat and leather pants leaned over a
table, holding a coin in his hand. Seymour squinted. The lord
seemed shorter than Byron, but just as thin. Seymour hoped that
Byron wasn’t planning to do anything illegal to this man.

“Where’s he staying?” Seymour asked.

“You mean you aren’t going to fight him
here?”

Fight? Seymour’s stomach turned. Of course
the man would make that assumption. “My men are outside. They do
that work for me.”

“Count me in for a bit of the take,” the man
said. “I haven’t been in a brawl in a long time.”

“Certainly,” Seymour said. He had no
intention of seeing this man again, but if Byron was really going
to fight the lord, Seymour wanted to have outside help.

“You just yell if you need me.”

“I will.”

The man smiled. The scars disappeared into
his face, making his skin seem pockmarked. “He’s staying first
door, top of the stairs.”

“Thank you.” Seymour stood up. His knees
felt weak. He gripped the chair for a moment, then pushed on. He
had done it. He had gotten the information they needed.

He gave the lord in the corner a wide berth,
then slipped out the front door. The noise hit him like a wall. The
brightness of the sunlight made him squint, and he sneezed twice at
the manure-scented road. Byron was squatting beside the building.
Three or four beggars sat near him. Despite his ripped clothing, he
didn’t look a part of them. His bearing was too confident, his skin
too clean. Seymour stopped in front of him, and he rose
stiffly.

“Well?”

“First door, top of the stairs.”

Byron’s dark eyes sparkled. “Good work,
Seymour. Now, go back inside and keep him busy until I come down
the stairs.”

“I can’t,” Seymour said.

“Why not?”

“I told some guy that I was going to get my
men to fight.”

Byron laughed. “So pick a fight with him if
he tries to go upstairs.”

“I can’t fight him.”

“I’ll be done quickly. You won’t have to
fight him.” Byron glanced around them. Two of the beggars slept,
their heads lolling back against the building. People streamed
past: a merchant pulling a steaming cart, a man followed by four
children. Byron slipped into the crowd and headed around the row of
buildings to the back of the inn. He darted along the roadway and
disappeared.

Seymour’s hands were shaking. He wanted to
be someone else. Or somewhere else. He sighed and went back to the
inn. The door seemed heavier that it had before. Inside, the
darkness was thick. When Seymour’s eyes adjusted, he noticed that
the table near the hearth was empty. Some of the tension left his
shoulders. The man had disappeared. For a moment Seymour hoped that
the lord had disappeared too. Then Seymour saw the tall man sitting
in the center of the room, talking with a group of men. The men at
the table looked rougher than Lord Dakin’s retainers. The men had
large, muscular bodies. One man stood out from the others. He was
wiry, his arms corded and strong. A long scar ran down the side of
his face. They seemed to be discussing something.

After a moment the lord stood up, threw a
coin on the table, and headed for the door. Some of the men
followed.

Seymour forgot to breathe. He had no plan,
no way of stopping the lord. Seymour shot a quick, nervous look at
the stairs, but he didn’t see Byron. When Seymour turned back
toward the tables, the lord was almost beside him.

“...get my cloak,” the lord was saying.
Seymour had to act fast. There was no time to think of a plan.

He blocked the lord’s path. The man seemed
taller up close. “Excuse me, sir,” Seymour said, “but I have a
message for you.”

The lord looked down at him. Seymour felt
himself grow cold. The lord’s eyes seemed colorless in the dim
light. “What?”

Seymour swallowed. He remembered the road,
the only other gentry he had seen that day. “Uh, a woman–in a white
carriage–she asked me to tell you to meet her. She said–”

“Her name, lad, or you’re wasting my
time.”

Seymour rubbed his hands together. “I don’t
know, sir, but she said it was urgent. She said she’d meet you near
her carriage, about a mile south of here.”

The lord hesitated. He turned to the man
with the scar running down his face. The scar’s ridged edges
puckered the man’s mouth. “A white carriage, you said?”

Seymour glanced at the stairs. No Byron.
“Yes, sir. It had four white banners with blue stars in the
center.”

“And she asked for me? Why did she send you?
Why not one of her retainers?”

Seymour shrugged. “She said it was
important.”

“How did you know where to find me?”

Seymour almost closed his eyes. Lords. What
did he know about lords? Nothing except lords thought of no one but
themselves. “Everyone knows you, sir. We all know where you’re
staying.”

The lord frowned. “How convenient for you.
This sounds rather odd, lad. Are you sure you’re not up to
something else?”

“Sir, she said it was urgent.” Seymour held
himself still, forcing himself not to glance at the stairs again.
Had Byron left him? “Please, sir. She’s not a lady to keep
waiting.”

“That she is not, Lord Kensington,” the
other man said. His voice was deep and raspy. “The Lady Jelwra is a
real bitch if something doesn’t go her way.”

“Are you sure her carriage displayed white
banners with a blue star?” the lord asked.

“Yes, sir. She said you’d know who she
was.”

“How did you know who I was and didn’t know
who she was?”

“I’d only heard people talk about the lady,
sir, but I had never seen her before.”

“And you had seen me?”

“Yes, sir. I have often wondered if you
needed a magician in your entourage.”

The lord smiled. “You seem a bit too ragged
for my entourage. I take it she is waiting in her carriage?”

Seymour nodded.

The lord tossed him a coin. Seymour caught
it, just barely. The lord pushed his way out the front door, the
other man trailing behind him. Seymour waited until the door closed
before he leaned against the wall. He was going to pass out, he
knew it. Deep breaths, deep breaths. Then he would be all
right.

Several patrons on their way out glanced at
him. The wall was cool but made of rough wood. A sliver stuck into
his finger as he pushed against the wall to stand. He pocketed the
coin and backed away from the door. He climbed a few stairs, but
saw nothing in the darkness. If Byron didn’t show up soon, Seymour
would sit down. After this tension he might never stand again.

At least he had some money in his pocket.
The coin wasn’t much, but it would help.

At loud crash at the top of the stairs made
Seymour start. He moved out of the way as a tall nobleman bounded
down the stairs, a black cape billowing behind him. The man grabbed
Seymour’s sleeve and tugged fiercely, almost ripping the garment in
his haste. “Come on,” he hissed.

Seymour pulled away. He didn’t have the time
or energy for more foolishness.

“There you are!” someone shouted from the
darkness above. “I found him for you. Caught him coming out of his
room. If you hurry, we can take him on together.”

The man Seymour had talked with earlier ran
down the stairs. As he passed Seymour, he said, “Let’s get
him.”

The nobleman at the foot of the stairs
adjusted the lace on his sleeve, then ran a hand through his thick
black hair. He kept his head down.

Seymour frowned. Where was Byron? Something
had gone wrong. “No, wait–”

“You’re afraid.” The man spoke loudly in his
disgust.

The nobleman glanced up. Seymour’s heart
seemed to stop. The nobleman looked just like Byron. “Are you
coming or not?” he asked, using his rich voice with authority.

“Ah–yes, milord.” Seymour walked slowly down
the stairs. The nobleman had to be Byron. He couldn’t be anyone
else. Still, he looked comfortable in those clothes, as if they had
been tailored for him.

When Seymour reached the bottom of the
stairs, Byron handed him a small valise. “We’ll be on our way,
then.”

“Hey!” The man leaped down the stairs and
blocked their path. His breath whistled in and out between his
rotten teeth. “What’s going on here?”

Seymour turned. His entire body was
trembling. “We are going outside. We have people waiting for us.
I’ll call you if I need you.”

“Oh.” The man stepped out of their way.
“Right.”

Byron grabbed Seymour by the arm and led him
out of the inn. The light stabbed Seymour’s eyes, and the noise
seemed to have grown, throbbing, throbbing, throbbing inside his
head.

Beggars surrounded them, crying for money.
Seymour tripped as someone jostled him. “What did you do?” he
asked.

“What does it look like I did?” Byron walked
faster. He walked along the side of the road, pushing people as he
went. “Let’s find a place to stay–far from here.”

“But how–?”

“Seymour.” Byron stopped. People did not
touch him as they passed. Horses avoided him. He seemed to have
gained a foot-wide invisible body shield along with the clothes.
Seymour couldn’t detect any magic, however. “I stole these, along
with an extra change of clothes and quite a bit of money. And I
don’t want to discuss it. If it bothers you, remember this: you
refused to cast that spell.”

Seymour shoved his hands in the pocket of
his robe and felt the coin the lord had given him. He had never
expected Byron to steal to get them a place to stay. If Seymour had
known, he might have tried harder to gather his luck web. It
probably wouldn’t have worked, but at least he would have had the
satisfaction of a failed attempt. He glanced behind them. It seemed
as if no one had followed them. “You look like a lord in those
clothes,” he said.

Byron smiled. The tension seemed to flow out
of him. “Do I really?”

“I didn’t recognize you.”

“Not at all?”

Seymour shook his head.

“Good.” Byron looked ahead, into the crowd.
“Because that retainer up there is wearing Lord Dakin’s
colors.”

 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter 4

 


Adric walked toward the spires. They looked
cold and distant, yet at the same time too large, like the fingers
of a giant. His legs ached and he smelled, but no one seemed to
notice. The crowd surged forward, and when he thought to look, his
traveling companions were always different.

Beside him now, a merchant hurried, his chin
up, glancing over the heads to something Adric couldn’t see. On
Adric’s left, a thread of troubadours pushed the wrong way. One hit
Adric, jostling him. Their gazes met, then the troubadour looked
away. Here on the street, voices milled and rumbled. Occasionally a
horse rode through, and Adric dodged as the others did, watching
for hooves out of the corner of his eye. When a carriage passed, he
stopped and gazed, hoping to see the unmarked black carriage or at
least one with an insignia he recognized. But most of the carriages
were small and unfamiliar, pulled by two horses and steered by men
in simple leather.

As twilight grew, Adric seemed no closer to
the spires. He was tired and hungry, but he wouldn’t let his fear
surface. He knew that Lord Ewehl had to find him. The lord couldn’t
go back to the palace without Adric.

Someone tugged on his sleeve. Adric whirled,
expecting to see one of the footmen. Instead a girl about his own
age smiled at him. Her long brown hair straggled around her face.
Her skin was thick with dust, and most of her teeth were missing.
“You look lost,” she said.

He could barely hear her over the noise.
When the words did reach him, they sent a shudder though him, and
for a minute his eyes burned with the threat of tears. He took a
deep breath to calm himself.

“Where’s you going?”

“To the center of town, the place where the
king’s carriage usually waits.” His voice hitched as he spoke. He
felt as if he had been alone for weeks instead of hours.

She nodded and took his arm. “I know where
that is.”

Adric trembled. Finally a little bit of
hope. The girl led him through the press of bodies to the side of
the road. There a small side street angled off into the dimness. It
looked like the road he had been attacked on: strangely hung signs,
the wooden platform, and haphazardly placed buildings. Only this
street had no gutter running down the middle.

“This is a quicker way,” she said. Now that
they were away from the noise, Adric could hear a lisp in her
speech caused by the lack of teeth. She looked him up and down,
taking the lace edge of his sleeve and rubbing it between her
fingers. “Your clothes are nice.”

“They were nicer this morning.”

“It was a bad day for you, then,” she
said.

He nodded, not really wanting to chat. He
wanted to move, to find the carriage before nightfall.

“It’ll cost you a gold piece to get to the
center of town.” The girl held out her hand.

Adric stared at her palm for a moment, not
understanding her. When he finally realized that she wanted him to
pay her, he shook his head. “I don’t have any money,” he said.

The smile left her face and her eyes became
flat and hard. “Lordlings like you always carry money.”

“I was robbed,” he said.

She laughed and snapped her fingers. “Sure
you were,” she said.

Adric opened his mouth to tell her the story
when he was tackled from behind. As he landed on the hard-packed
dirt, the air whooshed out of his body. Dozens of small hands
reached in his clothes, ripping, tearing, searching. His body was
cramped and he could barely move. Finally he gasped, filling his
lungs. He tried to roll over, but his shoulders were pressed
tightly to the ground. A knee dug into the small of his back as the
hands moved down to his trousers, cupping and grabbing even his
private parts. He screamed and flailed, but he couldn’t strike
anything. Then the hands disappeared except for the two on his
shoulders. The knee pushed harder into this back, sending a dull,
throbbing ache around to his belly.

“I thought you said there’d be coins on this
one.” A boy’s voice, cracking and rough.

“He looked like he would,” the girl
said.

“He’s no better off than we are.”

Adric pushed against the ground and managed
to roll away from the hands and knee. He looked up to see a dozen
dirty children looking down on him. “Look,” he said. “If we’re all
in the same position, maybe–”

“You don’t know anything,” the tallest boy
said. He was the one who had spoken before. His body was
stick-thin, and scabs covered his arms and legs. “Look at you.” He
pushed Adric’s hip with his foot. “You’re fat and well-dressed, and
your hands are soft. You don’t know anything.”

He kicked Adric’s side. Pain shot up through
his chest. Adric tried to get up, but the other children leaped on
him, kicking and biting and scratching. He managed to raise his
hands to his face as he crumpled back to the ground. Thinks popped
and snapped in his body. His chest burned and he could barely draw
breath. A sharp blow landed on his head, and he must have passed
out, for when he opened his eyes, it was fully dark and he was
alone.

He looked up, his eyelids sticky with tears
and blood. The stars shone above him, the same stars as the ones he
saw at home. He missed home. He wondered what Lord Ewehl was doing,
if the carriage still sat in its appointed spot in the center of
town. He had to see.

Adric eased his arms down, feeling sharp
stitches of pain in his shoulders and sides. He still couldn’t
catch his breath, and he could no longer feel his chest. It was as
if his chest weren’t there at all. His legs throbbed, and he knew
he had a long gash near one of his ankles.

He tried to roll over and found that his
chest still didn’t exist. The pain was exquisite, so fine-tuned it
seemed that if he experienced it long enough, it would send him
somewhere else, somewhere better. He toyed with testing the theory,
then realized that his mother would worry about him. His mother
needed him at home.

Adric managed to sit up, but the movement
seemed to take hours. Ahead, he saw a single light burning through
open doors, revealing hay, horses, a stable. A boy who was almost a
man, whose shoulders were broad but whose body was still
child-slim, carried two buckets toward the open door. Water
splashed along the sides. Adric licked his lips. He was thirsty and
he was tired and he hurt everywhere. If he got a little water, he
would be able to make it to the center of town, he knew it.

He tried to stand up, shook, and collapsed
on his knees. He didn’t care. He crawled, feeling the dirt dig into
his palms, his legs. His clothing hung in tatters around him, and
in more than one place he thought he felt the stickiness of
blood.

As Adric neared the stable, he could smell
the richness of hay mingled with horse sweat and manure. Familiar
scents, scents of home. Inside, the boy whistled, stopping
occasionally to talk to one of the horses. Adric almost crawled in,
then hesitated. Everyone else he had met abused him. He didn’t dare
trust this boy. Adric couldn’t take another beating. He swallowed,
his Adam’s apple bobbling against the dryness, and forced himself
to think.

He had to get the boy out of the stable
without closing the doors. Adric’s hand closed around a hard clump
of dirt. He tossed it, using all his strength, his arm cracking and
tiny shudders of pain jabbing him. The dirt smacked against the far
wall of the building beside the stable. Adric leaned forward, his
chest burning so badly that he had to concentrate on each
breath.

The whistling stopped. The boy appeared at
the stable doors, his face half shrouded in shadow. His hair was
blond, with pieces of straw sticking out of it, his clothing too
small but clean.

Adric grabbed another clump of dirt and,
willing himself strength, threw it.

The boy turned at the sound, then walked
toward it.

Adric had to move quickly. He crawled along
the dirt, keeping his head turned so that he saw the boy.

The inside of the stable was warm. The smell
of hay, horses, and manure seemed stronger here. Adric found the
nearest pile of hay and burrowed into it. The stiff pieces
scratched his already wounded body and the hay dust tickled his
nose, but he was warm and he was safe, at least for the moment.

“False scare,” he heard someone say,
probably the boy speaking to the horses. The whistling started
again, and Adric closed his eyes. His pain throbbed in rhythm with
his heart. When the boy left and the light went out, Adric would
get himself water, and then he would leave. Until then he would
rest.

He sighed once and shivered as hay rubbed
against his wounds. The whistling continued and Adric concentrated
on it, following the rise and fall of the song until he fell
asleep.
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