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They say there
was a wonder in the sky the night I was born, bursts of colour and
starfalls lighting up the sky as if midwinter feast with its
fireworks had come early, even though it was only two months into
the winter yet. Father was so proud, thinking he had finally got
his precious daughter, he danced with joy. So when the midwife gave
him the bundle of cloth with me wrapped inside and congratulated
him on his son, they say he didn’t believe her. He looked at my
face and said she must be making a jest. No boy could have a face
so pretty, or hands and feet so dainty, or be so small, even newly
born. He didn’t believe her until he pulled back the cloth and saw
for himself.

He wept with
disappointment and asked the midwife to take me from his sight.

I was one hour
into this world when Father pronounced that was my first trickery
and thus named me Raven.

My mother held
me for the first time just minutes after I had left her body, and
for the rest of her life I would stay so close to her it was like
the cord had never been cut.

They say
something happened the night I was born, that my mother was not the
same afterwards. That she didn’t smile, or laugh as often as she
used to, that she had become somehow diminished. But I saw her
smile, I heard her laugh, and she was the greatest person in my
life.

Until the year
I turned five.

She passed
away in midsummer, on a morning so beautiful you’d cry if you saw
it the way I remember it. She had walked down to the brook to bring
water for breakfast and when she didn’t return Father sent me for
her. She was lying in the grass and wild-flowers, one hand and the
bucket in the water, like she had tipped over and gone to sleep. I
couldn’t tell the difference at first, I was too young to know, but
when she wouldn’t wake up or answer I got scared. Such a fear a
child should never know.

Father found
me, following the sound of my cries, and I had never seen a grown
man weep before. He never shed a tear again.

At her burial
Father wouldn’t look at me, wouldn’t touch or hear me. The old
midwife, the only one to ever look at me without scorn, took care
of me that night and let me sleep in her little cottage. When
Father came for me the next morning, red-eyed and pale, still
dressed in yesterday’s clothes and smelling of strong drink, she
waved at me and told me to take care.

I thought
Father would bring me home, feed me and let me rest in my own bed,
but he did not. He brought me to Mother’s grave, the soil damp with
morning dew and the stone still unturned. I wept again, clinging to
his leg.

This is your fault, boy,
he said to me.
This is your second
trickery.

I couldn’t
believe his words, didn’t understand. How could I have done this
terrible thing? I wanted my mother to stay, how had that made her
leave?

Father turned to look at me and
said, Twice
you’ve tricked me, boy. I was blind to what you are. A third time
and it’s on your head. A third time and you’re out of my
house.

I tried so
hard for him, remembering those words. For the next eleven years I
learned and did all he asked, all the house tasks, all the chores.
He never had to wait for supper, never bring water or search for a
clean shirt.

But for all my
hard work, all my eagerness to please, some things were well beyond
my sway. Crops failed that year, hunts came back empty-handed, and
the smaller rivers dried up to mere trickles. Having learned to
care for the garden patch behind our house, and care well, I helped
the salad and turnips, potatoes and carrots all survive the
drought. I was pleased we’d have something to eat even when Father
lost his job.

He blamed it
on me, of course, that I had somehow tricked the weather, dried out
the rivers and the land just to keep my garden patch alive. I had
cursed his home, and that was my third trickery.

Father threw
me out during one of his binges. I remember the stench on his
breath as he cursed me, my name, and the day I was born, all in one
hand, as he threw me out with the other. I had nothing to me but my
name and the clothes on my back, but having learned more than
menial tasks all those years, I waited for darkness of night before
I stole back into the house.

Father had
drunk himself into a deep sleep but even so I made myself small and
quiet as a mouse, and went about collecting what I wanted. It
wasn’t much. All my life fit into the leather satchel and there was
still room for bread and cheese and a flask of water.

I left the
house of my birth without looking back, but there was one place I
couldn’t leave behind without a last farewell.

Mother’s grave
looked so different, flat and covered with grass and wild-flowers.
Someone had turned her stone over some time ago. It was now covered
with moss, and even if I had learned how to read, I would never
have been able to find her name among the symbols.

One of the
things in my satchel was a pair of earrings that had belonged to
her, two small blue stones each dangling on silver threads. She had
worn them all the days I could remember and I would wear them now
in memory of her. It barely hurt when I pierced my own ears. It
bled but not much. A tribute, I thought. Drops of me in the dirt
where she rests, a part of me to stay with her and keep her company
now when I had to go away.

I don’t know
if Father ever missed the things I took, or if he even bothered to
look for them. He could still be sitting there drinking for all I
know. But I felt curiously light, then, as I steered my feet away
from the only place I knew in the world, followed only by my shadow
and the moon. Surely this was how the adventure would begin?
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The noise was worrisome, the press of
bodies and jostling of animals and wagons dangerous for the unwary.
Even outside the city gates there were so many people, Raven could
have hardly found himself if he’d
had to look. But that was the way it was, with the drought and
unrest reaching further into the land. People from the countryside
and outlying provinces came searching for the protection of the
city guard and the food of the nobles’ kitchens—what food there was
to be begged and bought and bartered for. Seeing the misery in
every alley and on every street corner, Raven despaired of finding
a place for himself here when there were so many scrabbling for
what little there was.

The drought
that had begun two years before continued, causing skirmishes both
in the land and along its borders. Apparently what you couldn’t sow
and reap on your own soil must be taken from those less
unfortunate. The Kemeran people starved and complained and rioted.
The prisons filled up and those who didn’t die of starvation or
sickness, died from their own soldiers’ spears.

Raven hadn’t
known there was such widespread unrest until he found his way into
a town in the more populated areas of Kemer—the Queen’s lands—his
own remote village having been spared so far from everything but
the drought. He learned to want for little, not to ask for more,
and only stole when he knew he would not be caught and flogged and
hung for it.

He approached
the city gates with some small trepidation. Entering into a city
was always dangerous, less chance for housing and food than what he
could trap in the forests or work for in the villages. More people
here to steal what he had and leave him stripped to the skin. He
had seen plenty of robberies gone wrong.

The guards at
the previous town he’d visited had been less than gentle in denying
him entrance. They didn’t want or need more mouths to feed there.
But these guards had given up trying to stop people passing
through. Maybe there were too many of the refugees here, women and
children and old men. The guards leaned on their pointy-tipped
spears and seemed bored with the whole mess.

Raven passed
under the heavy arch of the city wall, his footsteps echoing along
with hundreds of others, before the sprawling streets swallowed him
as hungrily as any insatiable beast with room for one more
mouse.

He had been
right in his first assessment that he would have a hard time
finding work or accommodation. Every inn and tavern was full, and
rooms ridiculously overpriced in this time of need. No rooms to let
to one small, starved boy, or even a corner or a cupboard left to
share with other boys offering to work for their shelter. Stables
and animal shelters were closely watched by grim guards, with
horses and livestock worth more than people.

Raven was
kicked out of yet another tavern, the bouncer tossing him into the
street even less kindly than the last one. He stumbled and would
have fallen if not for the hard body that stopped his momentum.

“Eh! Watch
it!”

Raven blinked
up at the man’s square face, cheeks pocked and covered in dark
stubble, and the mark of the Queen on his tunic. “I beg your
pardon, sir,” he said quickly, trying to get the man’s thick
fingers off his arm so he could bow and back away.

But the guard
didn’t let go. “Are you eyeing me, boy?” he snarled, leaning down
close enough that Raven felt the smell of beer on his breath. “I’ll
have a finger off your hand if you defy me.”

He tried to
answer, but it was difficult with the way the man shook him. He
knew where this would lead. He knew every word he said would be
taken for whatever the guard wanted it to mean. Beaten and thrown
in prison. Tempers were quick to snap if you weren’t careful. And
he had done nothing else than what everyone did these days, asking
for food to last them another day.

Another hand
landed on his shoulder, leather-clad and strong, and a voice said,
“Leave the boy be, man. We can’t bring in another or the Captain
will have fits.”

The guard who
had grabbed Raven grunted, his lips pulling in a sneer. “This one
is so little, he’ll hardly be noticed.”

His fellow
snorted. “I’m sure. Well, it’s on your head.” Then he left, leaving
Raven’s captor to decide his fate for himself. Raven had little
hope of it being compassionate.

But he was
lucky, the man let out a wet laugh, spittle flying. “As you heard,
we’re out of room.” His eyes travelled up and down Raven’s body.
“Could’ve earned your keep, too,” he muttered, fingers digging in
before he pushed Raven away with another sneer.

Raven stumbled
but kept his balance simply out of fear. Making his feet move he
turned and bolted down the street. He stayed away from the main
streets from then on, keeping an eye out for anyone that bore the
Queen’s emblem.

The day passed
like most days did, in hunger and aimless wandering. By late
afternoon he was hungry enough to dare nick an apple and a piece of
bread from a vendor, who turned away for a moment from his precious
wares. The apple was brown and soft, the bread had suspicious spots
of white on it, but Raven ate it all quickly, lest someone came to
take them from him.

By nightfall
the streets grew quiet, only the sounds from the taverns spilling
out to tell that some still had coins enough to spend on food and
drink. He lingered outside an inn for a while to see if anyone
walking out would have a coin to give him, but of course no one
had.

Raven didn’t
know this city or its streets, but he found a dark corner behind a
boarded up store to rest in. Wrapped in his worn cloak he was at
least warm enough. However, it had been foolish to fall asleep so
unprotected. He almost lost his few possessions that night when two
gangly, dirty men jumped him out of the dark. But two years living
by the hand, on streets not unlike these where you learned your
lessons quickly, and with skills with the knife learned in
desperation, Raven came out of that skirmish with all his things
still his. Running until his legs shook and his lungs burned, he
considered himself lucky, left only with bruises and shallow cuts,
and a pounding heart to drive the new lesson home.

The pale,
pre-light of dawn found him frozen and hungry, wandering aimlessly
through the streets, jumping at sounds and shivering with fear each
time he saw movements in the corner of his eye. He was doomed here.
This was not a place for him, too many fighting for every bit of
food and shelter. He was not strong enough to win the next fight
and would soon be found dead in an alley. He decided to leave the
city, taking his chances with the roads once again and what he
could trap in the woods. If he was lucky he might find a farm or
village where they could take him in before winter. If not, then at
least he had heard freezing to death was not so bad.

Leaving at
once was not only stupid, but impossible. The city guards closed
the gates at sundown and would not let anyone through, by threat of
bodily harm and imprisonment to those who tried. He had to wait
until daybreak.

When the city
slowly came awake Raven could no longer go on, thoughts as aimless
and weary as his wandering. Not caring where he was or who it would
offend, he climbed a wall where some stones had fallen, and snuck
into a garden where the hedges were a mismatch of struggling
greenery and drought-dead browns. He found a nook between an old
tree and a small, flimsy-looking house with no walls. It was a
strange building but he couldn’t care less what it looked like. He
lay down, wrapped his threadbare cloak around himself and the
satchel, and promptly fell into exhausted asleep.
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He slept into
the late afternoon in his little hideout, too tired, and too hungry
and sore. He didn’t know anything until a hand roughly shook him
awake and a voice called, “What’s this? Beggars in the Mistress’
garden. This will not do.”

Raven
scrambled to get away, blinking rapidly to clear the fog. He had
forgotten where he was and the edge of the strange house brought
him up short. He banged his head and elbow, and had to bite back a
cry.

“Eh, lad. What
are you doing here?” The voice was less hostile now.

Raven blinked
thought the tears of pain and fright, and saw a man towering over
him. Broad of shoulders and steady in stance, this man would have
no trouble taking him in a fight. He was more than a match for
Raven. What else was there to do but beg?

“Please, good
sir. I meant no harm,” he said, his voice weak and trembling. “I
was so tired, and this garden beckoned me to rest a while.” He
ducked his head and fell silent. Words were no use. He would be
punished for trespassing.

When the
silence stretched on he dared look up to see what was the matter.
The man had not moved. He stood staring at Raven with a frown that
made the moustache under his nose twitch.

“Well,” he
said at last, as if he had realized Raven was waiting for what
would come next. “You should know better. The Mistress will want to
see you, lad, to decide what’s to become of you.” He leaned down to
grab for him and Raven cringed back.

“Please, no!
Can’t you just let me go? I swear never to come back!” He wished so
fervently not to be flogged, the punishment meted out to all who
wronged the nobles these days, having seen it happen and knowing he
could die from it.

“There now,
lad. No need to make such a ruckus. Besides,” his grip was firm and
unyielding when he caught Raven’s arm, and terrified him to his
bones, “Mistress’ law is to be obeyed or I’ll catch all hells for
it.”

There was not
much he could do, tired and weak of hunger. The man divested him
easily of his knife and dragged him from the garden towards a house
the likes of which Raven had never seen before. Towers and
balconies and archways and rows of pillars, all built of the
smoothest, whitest stone. Like the stones worn round in the brook
back home.

The man took
him through a stout backdoor where they passed a grim watchman, who
gave Raven a narrow and dark look. Chandeliers and lamps on tall
iron legs lit the hallways they followed, candles even now being
seen to by busy house boys. In this light the man’s hair was a dark
red under the leather cap he wore. Raven had never seen such a
colour before.

“Mind your
step there, lad,” he said when Raven stumbled on a flight of stairs
leading up, too curious to look where he was going. “One might
start to think I’ve grown a troll’s eye, the way you’re
staring.”

Raven flinched guiltily and blanched. “I-I
didn’t—no, I mean….”

“It’s all
right.” It was said in a voice so gentle that Raven’s eyes snapped
up in surprise and hope, and then, “Well, here we are.”

Raven was
thrust through a pair of doors so tall he wondered what giant had
made them, tripped and would have fallen in sudden, returning
fright but for the grip on his arm. Two pairs of eyes turned to
watch his unannounced arrival, those of a man and a woman dressed
in cloth of such lustre surely it must have been woven by the
fairies. Raven stared and didn’t protest when he was pushed down to
his knees on the floor.

“Mistress,”
his captor said, “I found this one hiding in the gardens. No doubt
up to mischief, if you ask my meaning.”

The woman
frowned, scrutinizing Raven until he thought his hair would catch
fire. He had to look away.

“That’s a poor
piece of flesh if I ever saw one,” the man next to her said, his
voice like old leather and stones, a perfect match for his lined,
stretched-skin face and sharp bones. “Throw it out, I say.”

Raven dared glance up, letting his hair
fall to hide a surge of hope. No flogging, no flogging, no flogging,
he begged silently.

The woman was
still looking at him, her head now tilted to the side. She raised
her hand, beckoning. “Stand him up, Myche. I wish to look at
him.”

The man who
had caught him grabbed his shoulders and yanked him to his feet.
Raven gasped, flailing, and stood there trembling. He couldn’t look
away. The woman seemed to study every little piece of him, every
strand of hair and line of his face. She hardly bothered with his
clothes, but the shape of his hands and his legs drew a slow smile
from her lips.

“Hmm, not so
poor a piece, my good Kierner,” she murmured at last, and the man
at her side snorted loudly. “Come now, a bit of cleaning up and a
good meal in him—surely you can see the potential?”

Kierner
sneered but nodded. “If that is your wish, Mistress.”

“It is.” She
clapped her hands together once, a gold bracelet on her right wrist
jingling, and that was that. “See to it, Myche.” She dismissed them
and turned back to her conversation with Kierner, pins with gems
catching the light and glittering in her blond hair as she
moved.

Raven was too
stunned by what should have been a cruel scene but wasn’t, to take
much notice of his surroundings when the man—Myche—guided him along
the corridors. Turns and stairs and doors, and finally they came to
something that caught his attention—the kitchens. The smell of
food, spices, and tea brewing, brought tears to his eyes and made
his stomach rumble.

Myche left him
standing just inside the door and went about picking things from
various counters and tables, mollifying the Cook as he went and
saying it was Mistress’ orders to feed the new boy. This shut Cook
up, but he sent Raven a sharp look that clearly said this was his
domain and best you not forget it.

Myche led him
through another door and it could have led to a fiery pit, Raven
didn’t care, as long as all that glorious food was for him.

It was. Myche
urged him to sit on a bench by the table in what was probably the
servants’ dining room, and set the plate down in front of him. At
first he could do nothing but stare, hunger or no. Such rich food
he had only dreamed of lately and here was a whole plate of it, as
if the drought hadn’t reached this house or the people living
here.

“Eat, lad.
Mistress was right, you need fattening up.”

Not needing to
be told twice, Raven picked up a piece of bread and plunged it into
the steaming pile of mashed potatoes and gravy. Buttery and hot,
and so good he nearly choked on the large mouthful. Cooked carrots
and pieces of meat stew with spicy sauce all went away so fast
Raven wondered if Myche had stolen from his plate when he wasn’t
looking.

Finally, the
plate was empty of every trace of food and his stomach ached. He
couldn’t tell if it was from hunger still, or because he had filled
it to the point of bursting. Myche chuckled and Raven looked up,
embarrassed and glowering because of it, now that he had some
energy.

“Peace,” Myche
smiled, holding his hands up. “I’ve never seen someone inhale food
quite like that. I’d offer you more if I didn’t think it would make
you sick.”

Raven was
close to begging for it, promising he wouldn’t be sick, but Myche
had other plans.

“Well, then,”
he said. “How about we see if we can clean you up a bit?”

Raven looked
up. “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t pay for any of this.” Best to be
humble and make that known right away, now that he could think of
it again.

Myche’s
eyebrows climbed up under his cap. “Pay? There is no such need, not
in coins. Mistress will surely have work for you to do.” He gave no
details as to what this work would be as he got up, and Raven
hurriedly untangled his legs from the bench to follow.

It seemed this
house was endless. Myche guided him downwards now, down stairs that
led from smooth-stone hallways to corridors hewn out of the very
rock and earth. Raven swallowed uneasily, feeling his skin
prickling, and made sure to keep close to Myche. Just in case.

The air got
warmer, wetter, and then Myche pushed open a heavy wooden door to a
small chamber. “You can leave your things here. I’ll see about
clothes for you but I suspect you’ll have to wash those yourself if
you want to keep them.” The smile on his lips was wry as he gave
Raven’s worn tunic a look-over.

Raven stood
staring stupidly. Leave his things? For what purpose?

Myche
gestured. “It’s the baths, lad. You have to undress if you want to
use them.”

“Oh.” Raven
had never been shy, never having spent enough time in the company
of others to properly develop this trait, but he felt uncomfortable
now, undressing in front of a stranger. The man seemed to
understand and turned away until Raven was done.

Myche took off
his own boots and leather vest, and said, “This way.” He stepped
through an archway with barely a glance over his shoulder.

Clutching his
satchel, Raven padded barefoot into the baths. It was a poorly lit
room with steam hanging heavy over the floor and threading
in-between several large copper tubs. Raven stared. The best bath
he’d ever had was in the pond back home on a hot summer day when
the sun had warmed the water enough not to freeze his limbs
off.

Myche picked
up a tall staff with a metal hook at the end and walked out into
the middle of the floor. With a practiced thrust and yank he
attached it to a ring in the ceiling, and down came a large metal
pipe. It swung like a heavy arm out over one of the tubs, and with
a pull on a cord near the end to open some hidden stop, Myche
carefully filled it.

What
contraption was this? It made a noise like a waterfall, and stopped
as abruptly as it had begun when Myche pulled the cord again. The
pipe was easily swung back into its position against the
ceiling.

“Let me know
if it’s too hot for you and we’ll add a bucket of cool water.
Wouldn’t want to scald you.” Myche looked expectantly at Raven, and
after a fortifying breath he came over to test the water. It was
hot but not unpleasantly so, and suddenly Raven couldn’t move fast
enough to get in.

He had to slow
down and let his body adjust, though, sweat breaking out on his
upper lip and across his shoulders. But it was good, so good. Myche
went about something over by a shelf while Raven slowly sank deeper
into the water, relaxing limb by limb, and his head lolling against
the rim of the tub.

“Heh, I don’t
think I’ve seen quite that look on someone’s face, not from a
bath,” Myche said, a smile in his voice.

Raven opened
his eyes to look at him. “It’s a very good bath, sir.”

Myche laughed.
“So it is.” He dropped a bar of soap and a rough cloth into the
water. “Start scrubbing and I’ll see what we can use for your hair.
I’m sure there’s some sort of colour underneath all that dirt.”

Raven ducked
his head and dutifully did as told.

The soap made
the softest, bubbliest kind of lather he had ever seen, and smelled
of some sort of spice, strong but fresh. Myche returned as Raven
was trying to reach between his shoulder blades, and without a word
the man took the cloth and soap from his hands.

“Lean
forwards.” His hands were gentle on Raven’s skin, rubbing in
circles, soaping and rinsing, and Raven soon felt like he could
fall asleep.

“I’m sorry,”
he mumbled, blinking at the water lapping at his chest, the skin
pale now when the dirt was scrubbed off.

Myche leaned
closer to better hear. “Whatever for?”

“For having
you running around helping me like this, like I was feeble.”

Myche was
quiet a while longer before he went back to his task. “No such
thing, lad. It’s my task to see to you. Mistress made it so.”

“She did?
Why?” Raven honestly couldn’t see the need. If given instructions
and some task he would soon learn to get around, he’d done it
before.

“Ah, well, I
found you so I have to sort you out. And we don’t let new folk
float around like so much dust. Gets under your feet and messes
with the way things are run. You’ll be left to your own devices
when Mistress says so.”

Raven bit his
lip, not sure if that was a comfort or not.

“Here, hold
this.” A tall glass bottle was thrust into his hands and then Myche
dumped a bucket of lukewarm water over his head. Raven sputtered
and coughed, and tried not to take offence at the chuckle he
heard.

Myche began
washing Raven’s hair. The stuff from the glass bottle poured onto
his head made an even better lather than the soap, and caused his
whole scalp to tingle.

“I suspect a
few fleas are abandoning you,” Myche murmured. “I hope you weren’t
good friends.”

Raven shook
his head, too curious with this strange feeling of having his hair
washed to find words.

“Needs a bit
of a trim, this,” Myche commented, lifting the mass of it with both
hands. “Would you mind?”

“No. I guess
not.” He had never had his hair properly cut either, only hacked at
it with his knife once in a while when it got too long.

“Oh, what’s
this?” Myche wondered, fingering one of Raven’s ears.

Raven twisted
away in alarm, making water splash over the rim, his hands coming
up to cover his ears. “Those are mine! Please, I didn’t steal
them.”

Myche made a
soothing gesture. “All right, lad. No need to panic. I wasn’t
suggesting you had.” He waited until Raven took his hands away. “I
should tell you, Mistress will not like it that you wear jewellery.
Best to hide those away.”

“It’s not
jewellery,” Raven muttered. “Just stones. They were my
mother’s.”

“Jewellery as
in anything adorning you, I meant. Mistress is strict with such
things and you don’t have the position here to be adorned.” Myche
seemed serious.

Raven had so
few of his things left, and the thought of losing this most
precious possession turned his gut in a knot. “I’ll put them in my
pouch.”

“Good.” Myche
gestured at him to come back and let him finish with his hair. He
dumped another bucket over him, warning him this time. “Ah, I
thought so, black.” He patted Raven on the shoulder and he glanced
up, smiling uncertainly. “I knew there was a colour there. Your
cheeks are pinking up too.” He picked up a thick piece of cloth
from beside the tub. “Here, get out and dry off, and I’ll go find a
pair of scissors. We’ll have you tidied up and looking less like an
urchin in no time.”

Raven couldn’t
argue with the need.

Myche returned
with the promised scissors and a stool, and made Raven sit. He
combed his fingers through the strands, untangling and measuring,
before he began cutting. Frayed-looking snips of hair began to fall
and tickled Raven’s skin, making him twitch when they slid down his
naked back. He wondered how much would come off before Myche was
satisfied.

But it didn’t
take long. In the end it was cut neatly just below his shoulders
and his bangs trimmed along his eyebrows. Myche declared himself
satisfied and had Raven stand by the drain in the middle of the
floor so he could pour another bucket of water over him, supposedly
to rinse off all the loose hair, but Raven suspected the man did it
because he thought it funny.

Being clean
felt like a wonder. He was almost sad to have to put on his clothes
again. They hadn’t been clean for ages and would surely leave dust
and grime on his freshly scrubbed skin. But there was a pile of
neatly folded clothes waiting for him next to his own, and Myche
explained the Mistress made sure all in her employ were properly
dressed. These too were simple, like Myche’s, but comfortable and
whole, no patches or knees worn thin in need of mending.

Raven had the
urge to toss away his own clothes and good riddance. Myche helped
him with that, but he kept the belt and boots. Worn as they were,
they were still durable. Myche waited while Raven gingerly took his
earrings off, watching without comment. He felt naked without the
earrings and he squeezed the pouch to feel the stones through the
leather. It was a small comfort.

Raven followed
Myche back up into the house proper, wondering where they were
going now.

“Come,” he
said. “Let’s see if we can find some place for you to rest.”

This time
Raven tried to take notice of the path. He was fairly sure they
went back a ways from where they had come from the kitchen, before
turning left, and soon came into a long, low-ceilinged sleeping
hall. Myche led him down the row of pallets and found him an empty
one near a lamp.

“There. You
can put your things here.” He pointed to a small, simple chest at
the head of the bed. Myche turned and headed down the room,
disappearing through another door, leaving Raven to look warily
around. It was still empty except for himself, but surely every
servant would soon come for their own pallets. He was wondering
what to do when Myche returned, arms wrapped around blankets and
sheets.

“Here you go.
Let’s make the bed for you and let you rest.” He was efficient in
his task and Raven was of little help. “There,” he said when he was
satisfied. “You sleep easy, lad. Few enough of us will sleep in
here tonight and hardly any will disturb you. Mistress will have
let everybody know by now.” He nodded at Raven. “We’ll see each
other again in the morning.” With a last smile Myche left and Raven
wasn’t sure the man had heard the soft ‘Thank you’ he sent after
him.

He sat for a
while on the edge of the pallet, thinking. Should he stay? Was this
the offer of work he had been hoping for to make it through the
winter? If he left in the night and the Mistress took offence at
his dishonesty, she would have the city guard on his heels. He
would be banned from the city, if not worse, and there would be no
second chances. He might make it to a village down the road, but
there was no guarantee he’d be taken in. If he stayed? He would be
put to work no doubt, but he was used to that, and it would be a
small price to pay for food and a pallet. So far, this seemed the
only option, and nothing bad had befallen him yet.

He lay down,
clutching the satchel to his chest, wishing he had his knife back.
He didn’t think he’d sleep again, having slept the day away, but
the rare fullness of his stomach, the sensation of being clean, and
the softness of the pallet all conspired against him. He wondered
if this would be taken from him in the morning and if he didn’t
sleep maybe morning wouldn’t come. But the needs of his body were
stronger than the will of his mind, and Raven slept and knew
nothing until dawn.
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Once again a
strong hand shook him awake. He blinked blearily up at Myche,
smiling at him. “Sun is up, lad. Best to see what the day
brings.”

Raven mumbled
something agreeable and clambered out of bed. He was still
reluctant to let go of his satchel but Myche made no comment. He
brought Raven again to the kitchen and loaded up two bowls with hot
porridge and fried sausages. There were even boiled eggs, and Raven
looked longingly at them. Myche noticed his look, winked, and
snatched two for him.

The servants’
dining room was filled at this time of day, men and women dressed
in green and yellow clothing sat eating and talking quietly among
themselves. Their matching clothes made them look like an odd
collection of tall grasses. Few bothered to look at him as Myche
found them an empty seat, one or two only nodding a greeting to the
man. He was not dressed as the others. His brown and white clothes
of linen and leather stood out, as did Raven’s.

They ate in silence, Myche keeping an eye
on Raven’s plate, and when it emptied he added two of his own
sausages to Raven’s. He didn’t know what to make of this gesture.
Never before had a stranger treated him so kindly, let alone shared
his food. Myche just
winked at him again and wiped his moustache with the corner of a
handkerchief.

“Well,” Myche
said when he was done. “There will be time yet before Mistress is
ready to see you. We’ll have a bit of leisure, I think.” He smiled
when Raven hesitated, seeing the way he was fingering the empty
plate. An eyebrow climbed up under the brim of his leather cap.
“I’ll make sure you get another meal later, lad. Come now, no need
to sit here.”

There was
nothing for it but to return the plate to the kitchen and follow
Myche again.

But it was
nowhere more special than outside, into what seemed to be a stable
yard. There were men about, tending to various fine animals and
mucking out the stalls. There was even a small smithy where the
blacksmith was busy shaping a new shoe for a large draft horse
waiting patiently outside.

Myche dodged a
few animals and soon found a bench against the far wall. He sat
down and invited Raven next to him. Raven blinked, bemused, but as
Myche sat back with a sigh and scratched under his cap, Raven
realized it was just a break before work surely began.

“So,” Myche
said after a few moments. “Lad—wait, I can’t keep calling you that.
What’s your name?”

“Raven,” he
said, and glanced up at Myche’s grunt.

“Because of
your hair, I suppose.”

“No, not… my
father gave it to me.” He ducked his head, uncomfortable.

Myche grunted
again. “And how old are you?”

“Old? I-I
mean, I’m not as young as I look,” Raven assured, worried he’d be
made to leave if he was too young for work; a few merchants had
used his age as an excuse when denying him employment.

Myche looked
at his face. “And how young is that?”

Raven pulled
himself up where he sat. “Eighteen in another half year, sir.”

Myche’s
eyebrows rose and then he burst out laughing. Raven flushed. “Dear
me, I was sure you were not a day older than sixteen, but fine,
I’ve been mistaken before.” He chuckled and leaned back against the
wall. “I’m Myche, by the way.” He extended a hand and it occurred
to Raven they hadn’t been properly introduced. The man had had his
hands on Raven, helped him bathe and given him food, but they had
not exchanged names. Surely that was not the usual order of things,
but it seemed no harm was done.

As Myche
seemed content to sit for a while Raven took the opportunity to
look around. The yard was still half in shadow from the tall walls
of the house, bustling with activity and smelling of the animals
that inhabited it. The men here, for Raven noticed there were no
women in the yard, were all dressed similarly to Myche, brown linen
and leather.

“What work
will there be for me?” he asked, watching a tall horse being led
around a fenced-off area.

Myche hummed.
“Whatever’s in need of doing, I suppose. This is a big mansion and
Mistress is an important woman. You will not go idle.”

“Mansion?” He
was unfamiliar with the word.

“Ah, yes. A
house of this size is often called a mansion,” Myche explained, and
patted Raven on the shoulder. “You’ll learn soon enough.”

Learn what? Raven wanted to ask, but Myche
straightened up at the approach of a young boy in the green and
yellow dress, and sighed. “Here comes a message,” he
murmured.

“Master
Kierner wants you, Myche. And the new boy.”

Raven’s
stomach made a slow, disconcerting turn, and he looked wide-eyed at
Myche as they stood.

“Well, time to
go see the Mistress, lad. Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.”
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The servant
boy led them both to a large hall that could have swallowed his
father’s entire house, both lengthwise and heightwise, and there’d
be room left to spare for a stroll around it too. Myche noticed him
gawking and murmured to him this was the largest of the halls in
the mansion. The walls were decorated extravagantly with colourful
tapestries and paintings, and tall windows let in the morning sun
to shine on statues of all manners and characters. It felt almost
crowded for all it was just the two of them.

At the far end
the Mistress and Kierner were waiting, both seated on tall chairs
and dressed in rich clothes. Kierner looked as disapproving as he
had last night when he glanced at Raven, but the Mistress beckoned
them closer with a smile.

“Ah, I see he
has cleaned up nicely. Well done, Myche.”

Myche bowed
gracefully. “It was no hard task. He has great potential,
Mistress.”

Raven didn’t
quite like the sound of that, and reminded himself he didn’t know
any of these people. Even if Myche had been kind to him so far it
was no guarantee it would continue.

“Step forward,
boy,” the Mistress ordered, and Raven took a few unsteady steps.
“What is your name?”

“R-Raven,
Mistress.” He ducked his head when Kierner let out a sharp
laugh.

“Hm, that
won’t do.” The woman sounded annoyed but he couldn’t tell if it was
with him or Kierner. “What fool put such a name on you?” She didn’t
wait for him to answer. “Your new name will be Evrin,” she
pronounced. She tapped her lower lip with a slender finger and a
smile spread across her mouth. “Yes, that will do. Evrin. Kierner,
make a note of it.”

Kierner looked
sour but did as told, scribbling in a small ledger on his knee.

Raven stood
stunned. His name! “But—”

Kierner shot
out of his chair. “You mean to argue with Mistress Chatrina? I will
not tolerate it!”

The Mistress
made a low hushing sound and gestured at Kierner to sit again. The
bracelet around her wrist jingled, and now Raven could see a
slender chain trailing from it to the floor and around her chair.
“The boy is overwhelmed, naturally. It’s not every day you get such
a name to call yourself. He’s not been here long. He’ll get
accustomed to it.”

Kierner seemed
hardly placated but sat back down, which was good or Raven would
have buckled at the knees. The greying, thin man was intimidating
in his anger.

“Well, then,
Evrin. What can you do?”

It took Raven
a moment to realize she was speaking to him, but Mistress Chatrina
didn’t seem upset by his slow response. “I, well, I can do most of
anything, Mistress. I did house tasks back home and have worked in
a few taverns, and the fields of the farms.”

She nodded, a
strand of her fair hair sliding against the bare skin of her
collarbone. “Do you need another body in the stables, Myche?” she
asked, and he inclined his head at her.

“I suppose it
would be well and good when the new additions arrive,
Mistress.”

Chatrina
turned to Raven. “Have you worked with horses before, Evrin?”

“N-no,
Mistress.”

“Ah, then I
shall keep you to house tasks for now. Can’t have you bumbling
around among my prize horses.”

Raven nodded
and bit his lip, disappointed. It would have been good to work with
Myche. Now he would be alone with people he had never met.

“You will
start in the kitchen. There’s always chores to be done. You will do
as Cook says and work hard. If he sees fit to appoint you a task
you will perform it without complaint, like all my servants. When
you have proven yourself you might get a new position.
Understand?”

“Yes,
Mistress.” Raven remembered to bow his head, wondering if his
wobbly motions would please his new mistress.

“Myche, see to
it Cook gives him something useful to do before you go back to your
own tasks. Well done.” She dismissed them both with a flick of her
hand and the bracelet jingled, rattling the chain across the
floor.

Myche bowed,
his eyes turned down, and led Raven by the elbow out of the hall
when he seemed unable to walk by himself. Glancing back he saw
Chatrina and Kierner leaning their heads together, talking.
Something large was stirring behind their chairs, but the doors
closed before Raven could see what it was.

Myche urged
him down the hall and Raven stumbled along, stunned, bewildered.
He’d been fed and bathed, and given a job and a pallet for sleep.
But he’d been robbed of his name like it was lowly or dirty. He
wasn’t too fond of his name or what it stood for, but it was one of
the few things he owned. He was glad now he had hid away his
earrings, like Myche said, or she probably—no, most certainly—would
have taken those too. He squeezed his pouch to assure himself they
were still there.

Myche seemed
to understand his confusion for he didn’t immediately take him to
see the cook, but led him back outside to a small garden. He made
Raven sit on the rim of a small fountain and waited until he had
almost stopped trembling.

“Quite the
shock, I know,” Myche murmured, and Raven blinked up at him. The
man sighed and pushed his cap back to scratch at his scalp. “You’ll
learn some things are not important in the big scheme of it
all.”

Raven felt a
jolt go through him. “But my name! She-she took it—!”

Myche grabbed
his shoulders and gave him a good shake. “I’ll only say this once,
lad. No one can take from you that which you don’t want to give.”
His voice was low and hard. “Some things mean little more than dust
on your sleeve. Just brush it away.” His eyes were fixed on Raven’s
face and in the clear light of day he could see they were a
beautiful greenish grey.

He swallowed
and nodded, not sure he understood exactly what Myche meant, but
willing to play along for now.

Myche waited a
moment longer before he let Raven go and straightened. “Do you feel
ready to see Cook about your new job?”

“I… I suppose
so.” He needed to think but now was not the time. Hard-earned
lessons had taught him to pay for what you received from others,
and he would repay the Mistress for the food and the pallet. Then
he could leave, walk out the gates or climb the wall if he had to,
and not look back. He decided a week, maybe two, should be enough
if he worked hard and didn’t eat too much meanwhile.

Myche brought
him to the kitchen again, and Cook snorted and shrugged at the news
this was to be his new helper. Raven was to begin with the most
menial of tasks before Cook would be convinced to let him help with
more important things, such as baking or preparing food for the
household. Scrubbing pans and kettles, that was for the new
boy.

Myche seemed
satisfied Raven was in good hands, if not good company, and patted
him on the shoulder. “We’ll see each other at mealtimes, lad, don’t
worry. If there’s ever trouble, come find me in the stables,
right?”

Raven nodded
and meant to say he wasn’t sure he’d be able to find the way, but
Myche winked at him and Cook was calling. It was time to get to
work.
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Such was to be
his existence for the next few days. He scrubbed all manner of pans
and kettles and cutlery, wet to his elbows, and suds in his hair
and mouth. Cook slowly warmed to his presence and his tireless
help, if not his person, and once in a while he was allowed to step
outside into the kitchen garden to breathe fresh air.

They fed him
three times a day, and if he was lucky or if Myche managed to find
him in time, they took the morning and evening meals together.
Myche asked about his work and there was not much to tell. “Wet,”
Raven said, and Myche laughed heartily. Raven liked that.

He also
learned to listen to his new name, or his city name as he called it
in his head. Cook used it diligently—Evrin this, Evrin that—and he
was sure he’d hate the name before his self-imposed week or two was
up.

Four days in
and a loud fanfare of trumpets announced something was about to
happen. When the other maids and servants in the kitchen abruptly
dropped what they were doing and ran out to see what it was, Raven
couldn’t help but be sucked along.

Down the
street came riders with banners, carriages draped in red silk, and
soldiers marching in line with pendants on their spears. It was a
magnificent sight from the mansion walls and Raven gaped along with
everyone else.

“Mistress’
guests!” a girl said excitedly.

“Who are
they?” he dared ask.

“His Lordship
Deucin, of course!” As if everyone should know that. “And his wife,
and counsellor, and their court. Oh, this will be grand. And there
are the horses!” she squealed. “Such a magnificent gift.”

Down the line
of riders came five beautiful, white steeds dancing along on their
leads and lifting their hoofs high above the cobblestones. Raven
had never seen horses like these before, tall-legged with shining
coats, and manes falling thickly down their necks. He wondered if
Myche’s offer of help would include a wish to see the animals up
close. Probably not, but he might just go see him anyway.

Of course, now
that the mansion was to host another fifty bodies, everyone was
kept extra busy and Cook chased them inside again. Elbow-deep in
another kettle Raven wondered if Myche had already had a chance to
admire the horses for himself.

“Evrin.
Evrin!” Cook bellowed, and Raven pulled his head out of the kettle.
“Dry up and run to the stables. I need to know how many riders his
lordship brought with him and no one have seen fit to inform me
yet.” The man scowled and gestured with the ladle in his hand.

Raven nodded
and quickly dried his arms and front before pulling on his shirt.
He had learned to take if off before scrubbing, or he would have to
go wet all day.

Finding his
way to the stables took a little longer than he’d wanted. He had
still not quite learned his way around and took a wrong turn. He
heard voices up ahead, the Mistress and Kierner greeting their
guests. Raven slowed and crept up to the doorway. Though curious,
he was careful not to be seen, peering around the door to spot the
lordship and his entourage. This was probably the only chance he’d
get to see them up close.

They were all
splendidly dressed, like the Mistress, and carried themselves with
great pride. The Lord himself was tall and broad of shoulders, and
the slender woman on his arm was curtsying to Chatrina and smiling.
The group scattered a bit, preparing to walk further into the
mansion, and when the Mistress turned Raven saw the most
astonishing thing.

A wolf the
size of a small pony padded at her side, its coat a strange mixture
of gold and red, and lined with white at the face and chest and
paws. It turned its heavy head and looked right at him.

Raven gasped
and pressed to the wall, heart hammering in his chest. Sweet fates,
the Mistress had a wolf! Gulping air, Raven peered back around and
saw the nobles walking away, the wolf among them as if it was the
most common thing.

He stood there
for a moment longer, frowning and wondering if he’d been wrong.
Surely it couldn’t have been a wolf. Could it?

He shook
himself and hurried to find the stables. Myche was busy directing
men and horses, and harried stable boys bustling to make room for
the guests. He acknowledged Raven with a glance and he waited
patiently by his side.

As he did he
got a chance to see one of the new horses walking by, its head held
high and a look in its eye that said such hubbub was beneath its
notice.

“A fine horse,
if ever I saw one,” Myche murmured, and nodded to himself. He
turned to Raven finally. “So, lad. You’ve come to see me, I can
tell.” He smiled and led Raven away from the worst noise.

“Cook needs to
know how many riders arrived with the Lord.”

“Of course.
There are thirty-eight of them, soldiers and horsemen, but I know
them and they will eat their fill and more. Let Cook know that
too.”

Raven nodded.
When he didn’t leave at once with the information Myche gave him a
concerned look. “Something the matter?”

“I-I don’t
know. I’m not sure, but I think I saw something strange just
now.”

Myche opened
his mouth to ask what, then frowned and shouted at a man across the
yard. “No! I said the east side!” He stepped away from Raven. “I’ll
see you later, lad. I need to take care of this mess.” And he was
gone in the crowd.

Maybe it was
for the best, Raven decided. Myche would have thought him crazy. So
it was back to the kitchen where Cook scolded him for taking so
long, and made him work right through the midday meal.

The Mistress
held a banquet for her guests and by virtue of four days’
experience Raven was promoted to fetching and carrying from the
stores together with another of Cook’s boys. They were hardly
allowed to rest, and if he had never before missed being constantly
wet, this was the time to start. He was sweaty, and his arms and
back began to ache within the first five minutes.

Cook saw it
fit to have him relieved only after more than an hour, and by then
there were more kettles to clean. The evening meal came and went,
and Raven only knew this because his stomach had quickly learned
the hours for eating. He thought wistfully of Myche and what was
sure to be lovely cooking, leftovers from the Mistress’ table. If
he was lucky there would be some left when he was finally released
for the night.

Cook did take
pity on him eventually. By that time Raven was so tired he hardly
tasted the food going down. He only knew it was good because his
stomach stopped aching, and when he found his pallet he fell
immediately asleep.
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The following
morning was slow. The guests were still asleep, Cook said, having
been up and drinking long into the night. Raven saw a chance to see
Myche and begged Cook to let him take some breakfast to the
stables, promising he wouldn’t be long. Cook frowned, then
shrugged, and handed him a folded cloth with bread and cheese. “For
Myche,” he said sternly, and Raven nodded.

While the
nobles were still asleep the same couldn’t be said of their staff.
The stable yard was active as usual, horses being curried and led
about for some purpose or other. Myche was at the paddocks, a
helpful stable boy told him and pointed the way, and Raven was
delighted to cross the yard and find not only the man, but the
horses he’d wanted to see.

“Magnificent,
aren’t they,” Myche said by way of greeting, his elbows resting on
the topmost rung of the fence.

“Yes, very.”
He became aware of Myche looking at him only when the man chuckled.
“What now?”

“It’s just,
you seem to be gaping a lot, lad,” he explained, then made a
soothing gesture as Raven frowned. “Is that for me?” he asked,
nodding at the basket.

“Yes, Cook let
me go for a while. It seems to be slow for now.”

Myche nodded
and headed over to a bench to sit. “Yes, it usually is, day after a
feast like that.” He broke a piece of bread and offered it to Raven
who took it gratefully. He’d not thought to bring any for
himself.

It was a rare
treat, having leisure to sit in the early sunshine with good
company and a full stomach. The horses wandered around the
unfamiliar paddock and snuffled at this and that. It reminded Raven
of another thing.

“Myche,” he
began hesitantly, waiting until he had the man’s attention. “Would
you laugh at me if I told you something strange?”

Myche looked
bewildered. “What? What are you talking about? Have I laughed at
you yet?”

Raven shook
his head. “No, I mean, if I said I saw something strange and you
didn’t believe me… would you laugh at me?” He was fairly sure that
was what he wanted to know.

Myche leaned
sideways as if to take a better look at him. “What have you seen
that made you feel the need to ask that?”

Raven shifted,
uncomfortable, and mumbled, “Just that, I think, maybe, the
Mistress has a very big—oh!”

Myche’s hand shot out and grabbed his arm
so tightly Raven cried out. He was yanked to his feet and hauled
towards the horses’ big water trough. He thought he was to be
punished, drowned—oh, not the water, please!—for something he hadn’t said, for something Myche
had thought he was about to say, and he begged and pleaded and
promised he would never say a bad word about the Mistress, just
please don’t, not the water!

Myche held him
steadily by both shoulders, shaking him to make him stop, and his
eyes were grim and haunted and terrified all at once. Raven bit his
lip not to cry, grateful that he was not being drowned, and Myche
shook him again.

“Whatever you
were about to say, don’t!” Myche said, his voice sounding strained
and winded. “Don’t ever talk about that, not to anyone but me,
hear?”

“I’m sorry, I
don’t—”

”Listen to me!
Some words are dangerous to utter here. Some words would have you
flogged or killed for saying them, even to yourself. So don’t,
understand?”

Raven blinked
away tears and nodded, confused and relieved, and trembling with
it.

Myche let out
a slow, shuddery breath and let Raven go. He looked weary all of a
sudden, rubbing his face with his hands. He gave Raven an
embarrassed look. “I’m sorry I scared you just now, but I think it
was good I did.” He looked down at the water in the trough, flicked
his fingers against the surface. He came to some kind of decision
and turned to Raven again. “There are some things we need to talk
about, you and I, but not here or now. Tonight after the evening
meal I’ll come find you.”

“But
Cook—”

“He won’t say
no, lad. I’ll come find you. Now, not a word, yes? Run on back to
your tasks and let me to mine.”

Raven blinked
and turned, confused beyond measure now, and with Myche’s strange
warning he was afraid to even breathe wrongly.
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The hours to
midday dragged by even though the kitchen was kept busy. Raven was
put to baking bread now and would have been proud of this new task
if his head hadn’t been buzzing with Myche’s words.

Close to the
evening meal Raven was nauseous, making Cook look at him oddly and
asking time and again if he was going to be sick. Maybe he was,
because he could hardly eat when he was allowed.

He began to
question himself—what he’d seen the day before, what he’d almost
said to Myche, and his decision to stay to pay for his upkeep
didn’t seem so very wise any more. If he left now he wouldn’t be
missed, not with all the activity, and they wouldn’t have time to
come looking for him right away. Raven could walk long and hard
when he had to. He would be long gone.

He had almost
decided to go when Myche appeared at his table and asked him to
come, a smile on his lips, like nothing was amiss.

“Take care
with that one, Myche,” Cook said, and Myche raised his eyebrows in
question. “I think he’s about to be ill. Has hardly eaten all
day.”

Raven wanted
to kick him but only shrugged when Myche looked at him.

“Well, a bit
of fresh air might help, then. Come along, lad.”

Raven had to
follow unless he wanted to look like a fool.

They walked in
silence, Myche not even glancing at him, until they reached the
small garden with the stone bench and the fountain. It babbled
merrily, breaking the uncomfortable silence. Raven found himself
drawn to it.

Myche waited
until Raven turned to him, then he came to join him by the water.
“I know how strange my behaviour must seem to you, and you’re
probably afraid. But you needn’t be, not of me, and not as long as
you’re aware and careful.” He waited until Raven looked up. “I
think I know what you were about to say, but I want you to say it
now to make sure.”

Raven frowned,
hesitated. “But you said it was not safe.”

“It’s safe
now, lad. I’ve made sure of it.” He looked intently at Raven.

He hesitated
anyway, drew the moment out, a breath, another, until Myche’s eyes
seemed to burn with the need to hear him say it. “A wolf,” Raven
blurted. “I saw a wolf.”

Myche’s eyes
shot wide and then he sagged down on the bench, his face in his
hands. “Sweet, merciful Meuri, I cannot believe it.”

“What?” Raven
leaned closer. “What did you—?”

Myche reached
out suddenly and pulled him down on the bench, his hand trembling.
“How can this be, after all this time?” There were tears in his
eyes, Raven realized with dismay.

“I’m sorry,”
he murmured, trying to offer comfort but not understanding what
for.

Myche shook
his head, pulled his cap off and looked at it without really
seeing, his thick, wavy hair falling in disarray.

They sat like
that for a long while, long enough for Raven to wonder if Myche
would notice if Raven left, long enough for him to start feeling
uncomfortable with the silence. Finally Myche pulled himself
together.

“Right,” he
said, and had to clear his throat. “There is so much about this
situation that has me both hopeful and scared, and scared of being
hopeful. I’m asking myself if I should confide in you.” He looked
at Raven, a direct gaze that made him squirm where he sat. “Maybe I
should,” Myche murmured. “Maybe I have no other choice.”

Raven wanted
to say there were always other choices, surely there were better
men than him, but Myche went on.

“There are
some things in this mansion that are not what they seem, and some
things that are more than what they make themselves out to be. No,
let me finish,” he asked when Raven opened his mouth to speak. “I
know this will not be easy to accept, and perhaps it is you who’ll
be laughing at me, but you need to hear me out.” He waited for
Raven’s agreement.

“What you saw
is true, the Mistress does have a wolf—only you shouldn’t have been
able to see it. Not as such, anyway.” He shook his head. “I wonder
why you do. The Mistress, Chatrina, is a witch or a sorceress, or
whatever you want to call it, and she has glamoured that wolf so
that to everyone who looks at it, it seems to be an ordinary dog.
Except to you.”

Raven didn’t know what to say, he opened
his mouth a few times but nothing came to mind. “But
you
see it too, right? Or how else
would you know it’s a wolf?”

Myche shook
his head. “No, all I see is a dog, and I won’t tell you how I know,
not yet. What is more important is figuring out why Chatrina’s
glamour doesn’t work on you.”

“I don’t
know,” Raven said helplessly. “I’ve never done anything magical in
my life, no changing the weather, no flames bursting into life in
thin air, or things moving around. I’m just… me.”

“But there
must be, or how else would you explain—” Myche stopped
abruptly.

“What?”

But Myche only
shook his head. He pulled a deep breath. “Tell me about yourself,
where you come from, your family. Where were you born, who raised
you?”

Raven stood,
holding his hands up against the barrage of questions. “There’s
nothing! I swear, I—”

“Please,
Raven.”

His name from
Myche’s lips stopped him in his tracks. He’d been called Evrin so
many times lately it was strange to hear his true name spoken out
loud. He sank back down on the bench, as if the strength drained
from his muscles. “If I… tell you… will you tell me about you? How
you know?”

Lines appeared
between Myche’s eyebrows and around his eyes as he studied Raven
intently for a long moment, and then he finally nodded. “I’ll tell
you as much as I feel comfortable with. No more.”

“That’s fair.
It sounds like you have more to lose than I.”

Myche snorted
softly. “You don’t realize…. But please, tell me now.”

Raven wondered
what he had been about to say. He told Myche in short sentences
about his childhood, growing up after his mother had died, living
in the village but being no part of it. How his father had kicked
him out finally and after so long alone he had ended up here.

Myche was
shaking his head by the end of it. “No, there must be more.”

“What do you
mean ‘more’?” he asked, offended that his life could be so easily
dismissed.

Myche gestured
vaguely. “More. Why did he name you Raven?”

This was a
question he was not comfortable with. He looked away and mumbled,
“He said I tricked him. Three times I tricked him and then he threw
me out.”

There was a
long silence. Raven was sure Myche was disgusted with him, and
then, “Raven. Look at me.” He placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Please.” Raven turned and saw that mixture of hope and fear in
Myche’s eyes again. “Tell me.”

Raven found
himself blinking back tears of his own. “I… when I was born, Father
thought I was a girl and he was so upset when he saw I was not. And
Mother, they said she was never the same after having me, and when
she passed away Father blamed me.” He rubbed at his eyes and
realized he was crying. Myche’s hand was warm and strong, and urged
him to go on.

“Two summers
ago, when the drought came and killed the crops, I still managed to
keep the garden patch growing. But it was only a small patch, a few
potatoes and carrots and—Father saw it and blamed me and he said
that was the last time—” He stopped himself and covered his mouth
with his hands.

Myche sat
silently until the sobs stopped, and they did soon enough. Raven
hadn’t realized he was upset still about all that had happened, and
was embarrassed about his behaviour.

“One final
question, Raven.”

“Fine. Ask,”
he muttered, wiping his nose on his sleeve.

“When were you
born? Can you tell me exactly?”



He almost
laughed at the incredulousness of it. “In the winter, two months
into the season. At night, if you must know.”

Myche nodded,
seemed to have forgotten about his hand still on Raven’s shoulder
until he shrugged it off. “And you say you’re soon to be eighteen,”
he murmured.

“Yes. I told
you, I look younger than I am.”

“I believe
you. So do I, at least from your point of view.”

Raven blinked
at the change of topic. “What?”

Myche gave him
a wry look. “You have answered a few of my questions, and I think I
can tell you why I needed to ask them. You see, part of what I
said—that some things here are more than they seem—pertains to me
also. And to the wolf. And this is where I’m not sure how much I
should tell you.”

Raven wanted to say “Tell me everything”
but knew that would have the
opposite effect. So he let Myche decide for himself. In the end it
was still more than he thought he had ever wanted to
know.

“Myche is not
my full name but you wouldn’t be able to pronounce it, and I was
not born here or anywhere near here. I’m a lot older in your years
than I look, but in the way you count I’m just past thirty. But
what’s important is why I’m here and why I’ve never left.”

He took a
moment in which Raven braced himself, feeling something shift and
pay attention inside him. “I came here when I was a few years
younger than you. I came with my master to negotiate a treaty with
the Queen. She was agreeable enough, listening to our words,
discussing every point, and I think she would have signed it unless
one of her councillors hadn’t intervened.

“Chatrina had
fallen in love with my master, or what his title could offer her,
and asked him to marry her. But he couldn’t, and didn’t want to,
and refused her as kindly as he knew how.” Myche broke off to
swallow, his face twisting with the memories.

“Her real evil
was masked behind that pretty face of hers and the sweet words. She
told the Queen my master sought to dishonour the treaty, that it
would bring her nothing but disgrace and conflict, a weakness for
my people to take advantage of. The Queen listened to her lies and
believed her.

“Chatrina got
what she wanted, my master in disgrace and headed for the dungeons.
But she made him a deal—stay with her or all in his company would
die.” He gave Raven a grim look. “For my master there was no
choice. He’d rather die himself than sacrifice the rest of us.”

Raven’s mind
was awhirl. “But you could’ve run?”

“No, lad.
There is no abandoning one of our own. I’ve stayed here this long,
I won’t leave now.”

Something
clicked together. “The wolf,” Raven whispered. “He’s your
master.”

“Yes. Chatrina
chained and collared him so that he must always be by her side. He
refused her marriage, but this… this is much worse.”

“But why did
she make him look like a wolf and then a dog? Why not keep him as a
man in her dungeons?”

“This I can’t
tell you. Just know it’s important that you see it for what it
truly is.”

Raven sat
staring for a moment. “Why tell me this?”

“If you
thought you had a chance at freedom after years of captivity,
wouldn’t you take that chance?”

Raven thought
back to his decision to leave just hours before, and wondered what
it must be like not to have that choice. He shuddered. “What now?
There must be something you want me to do, or you wouldn’t have
told me any of it.”

Myche nodded.
“This I have to think about. The obvious goal is to escape, but the
question is how. Exactly what you can do to help me is part of that
question. You say you have no special gifts, but I think there is
something you can do, or you wouldn’t be here.”

“What?”

Myche waved
dismissively. “Religious rhetoric, never mind.” He stood and put
his cap back on. “I need time to think. I hope you can understand
how important it is you keep all of it secret. If she finds out you
can see through her glamour, she will have you killed, or
worse.”

Raven
swallowed, wondering what could be worse and thought he knew. “I’ll
keep quiet. But how come we can talk of it now?”

Myche smiled
without humour. “Because starlight and water disrupts her powers.
In daylight, if you are away from water, she can pick your words
out of the air the moment you speak them. So mind your tongue, yes?
And your surroundings, you never know who might be listening.”

“I’ll be
careful.”

Myche turned
to go, but paused. “Raven. Thank you.” And then he left.

Raven stared
after him, unable to make the words in his head stop or slow down.
It all sounded like some kind of dark fairytale. And what, by the
fates, could Raven ever do to help? But Myche seemed so certain, or
hopeful rather, that he could do something.

He sank down
in a crouch by the edge of the fountain, dipping his fingers in the
cool water.

Starlight and
water.

He leaned over
the edge until his lips were only an inch from the surface,
droplets spattering his face and hair. “Wolf,” he breathed into the
water. “Wolf.”

 


~*~

 


Raven had
never thought he’d be able to sleep that night, but he did. Perhaps
because his mind was so tired trying to understand everything he’d
been told and needed a respite.

He didn’t
think the next day would be much different than the previous. The
nobles had had their feast, now they would settle down to
socialize. But the Mistress was not one for leisure when she had
guests. She called for the horses after breakfast and took a large
company riding.

Raven was out
in the yard when the nobles came for their mounts, so he couldn’t
very well slink away or someone might notice and take offence. He
was bound to stay until the Mistress left or dismissed him.

Kierner
spotted him of course, and sneered. If only Raven knew what he’d
done to offend the man. But then his attention was drawn elsewhere,
for behind the Mistress padded the great wolf. Raven told himself
he shouldn’t stare. It would look suspicious if he was caught
gawking like this at a simple dog. But the beast was magnificent,
its coat catching and trapping the sunlight. Even knowing this was
a man walking among them Raven couldn’t help but admire the animal
he saw. He understood why Myche had stayed—man or animal, this one
needed to be free, deserved no less. It was a crime to keep it
chained.

The company
mounted and departed in semi-orderly fashion, accompanied by guards
and servants, and the yard fell silent again. Raven saw Myche
across the yard, staring after the departed, and he knew—or thought
he knew—how the man felt.

And so it
went. The guests kept the household busy four more days. The day
Raven had told himself he would leave came and went, and he barely
noticed. He couldn’t leave now, knowing he left someone in need
behind.

Myche hardly
had time to see him, and when he did he was preoccupied and quiet.
Still thinking, Raven supposed. If only he knew how to help.

“Tell me about
him?” he asked one evening when they met out by the paddock,
sitting with their backs to the water trough and watching the
horses dozing.

“Hmmm?”

“Your master.
Tell me about him.”

Myche seemed
hesitant at first but shrugged. “What do you want to know?”

“What he looks
like as a man? What he’s like as a master?”

Myche
chuckled. “Those are big questions. It would take all night just to
answer one.”

“So give me
short answers.”

Myche’s mouth
quirked. “He’s tall, taller than me, and broad of shoulders. He’s
been practicing with the staff and sword all his life, you see. He
has a gentle hand with the horses and the hounds, and he likes the
hunt.” He broke off and had to clear his throat. Raven guessed it
hurt to talk about something they could no longer have.

Myche sighed.
“He learned politics and strategy and diplomacy like he was born to
it, his father always said. That’s why he was sent to negotiate
with the Queen. And I suppose they hoped his good looks would
help.” He laughed wryly and without mirth. “He taught me much of
what I know, he was—is a good, generous master.”

He turned his
eyes to Raven. “We have to free him, Raven. I know the solution is
so close I can feel it, and yet I don’t know what I can do.”

Raven put a
hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “I’m sorry.” Such small and
useless words. “There is no one you can ask for help? No one who
could send a message to your family?”

Myche grunted.
“The message was sent long ago. Help… all I can say is it has done
us no good.”

“Why? Send
another. You can’t give up.”

“I haven’t,”
Myche growled. “I’ll never give up as long as he’s alive. But I
can’t go past the gates, physically or by word. Unless he’s freed
there is no way.”

Raven didn’t
understand but didn’t press, Myche was upset enough.

“We have to
break the chain. How do you break a magical chain?”

Raven couldn’t
answer that.
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As it so
happened, once the guests left and all went back to normal, Cook no
longer had a need for Raven in the kitchen. So once again he stood
in front of the Mistress to be given a task.

“What do you
think of my home, young Evrin?” she asked with a smile.

“It’s good
here, Mistress. Thank you,” he answered, hoping that was the right
thing to say. He stifled the urge to squirm, being uncomfortable in
her presence, and wished Myche was there.

She nodded and
gestured with her right hand, making the bracelet and chain
jingle.

Now that Raven
knew what it was and what it kept imprisoned, he had a hard time
not staring at it. The length of the chain trailed out of sight
behind Chatrina’s chair.

“Cook says you
are a hard worker, no complaints. I like that in my household. Do
you still not feel comfortable with horses?”

He blinked at
the sudden change. “Um, no, Mistress.” Which wasn’t completely
true.

“I’ve heard
you like looking at my gift horses. Quite beautiful, yes?”

“Yes,
Mistress. They are.” He wondered if she’d heard this by Listening,
and a shudder passed along his spine.

“Well,”
Chatrina was saying, her eyes slowly running the length of his
body, “I think I shall keep you in the house for now. Such a waste
to have you roughened up out in the stables. My Chamberlain could
need a bit more help, I feel.”

“Yes,
Mistress.” He noticed Kierner sneering at this.

The chain
began to rattle and slide along the floor, and Raven froze where he
stood. From behind Chatrina’s chair padded the large wolf, its head
held low and its tail hanging limp. But its eyes pierced Raven
where he stood and he couldn’t look away.

“Ah, I see you
are admiring my pet, Evrin,” the Mistress said, and it was an
effort to find the words to answer.

“Yes,
Mistress.” He quickly ducked his head.

“Well? What do
you think?” she demanded to know.

Raven
swallowed. “It’s—it’s a fine dog, Mistress,” he murmured.

Surely he
imagined it, but the wolf looked offended at his words, which it
should, not knowing Raven could see it for what it truly was—he
just didn’t know an animal’s face could betray such emotion. Then
the wolf fairly scowled when Chatrina laughed merrily.

“Yes, quite
the specimen, wouldn’t you say,” she agreed, showing all her teeth
in a smile as she patted the large head.

If it had been
Raven he would have bitten her hand off.

The Mistress
collected herself and turned to Kierner where he stood by his
chair. “Send him to the Chamberlain. He can dust and sweep and wash
the drapes.”
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Having service
in the mansion meant Raven had a valid reason to be seen in many of
the rooms where he usually wasn’t allowed, the green and yellow of
his livery giving him passage to many places. He was sent to dust
the library, where he could overhear two of Chatrina’s usual house
guests exchanging court gossip. He was changing bed sheets in a
guest’s room when the man came stumbling through the door with one
of the house maids. In short, he would hear and see such that
wasn’t meant for his knowledge.

But most
importantly, he could walk the hallways of the Mistress’ own wing
and not be challenged by the guards. The first time the Chamberlain
had sent him to the Mistress’ wing the two men on guard gave him a
suspicious look and stopped him.

“Sirs,” Raven
murmured, bowing. Experience had taught him to be meek and
well-mannered when dealing with armed men.

“Where are you
going?” one of them asked sternly.

“The
Chamberlain wants me to fetch the silver in the Mistress’ parlour,
to be polished, he said.”

“I’ve not seen
you before. Are you new?”

“Well, fairly
new, sir. I was Cook’s boy before, but not long.”

The man
frowned, seemed to want to send Raven back down again.

“Come now,
Baryl,” his companion said. “Look at him. A wisp of a boy. What
harm can he do that we couldn’t handle. He wouldn’t be up here
without orders.”

Baryl nodded
slowly. “Very well. But only the parlour, boy. We’ll know if you’ve
been anywhere else.”

Raven nodded
and passed through the door the guard held open, almost of a mind
to challenge them to escort him if they were so suspicious.

He passed a few doors he knew to be guest
rooms, a library and a study, and two doors he had no idea where
they led, before he reached the parlour. The Chamberlain had given
him directions not to go into any other room, but he couldn’t help
being curious.

Just down the
hall were Chatrina’s private rooms. He had expected there to be
guards at the door, but except for the two at the entrance to the
wing, it was empty.

He glanced
around, hesitating. But what would he do if he went in there? What
was he looking for? A chain was most likely fastened by a lock, so
there might be a key. But where to search? He had no way of
knowing. And what if someone came while he was in there? He had no
orders and no good excuse. He’d be flogged at least.

“Oy! You
there!”

Raven jumped
and spun around, the hand on the parlour door trembling in fright.
It was another one of Chamberlain’s boys, arms loaded with
sheets.

“Get moving.
Chamberlain wants that silver done before evening.”

“Yes,” was all
Raven could come up with. The boy frowned and hurried away.

He was more
careful after that, keeping to his tasks and making sure no one
caught him loitering where he wasn’t supposed to be.

Being sent
throughout the mansion also caused him to come in contact more
often with Kierner, which neither of them were pleased about. The
man scowled or frowned as soon as he laid eyes on Raven, who did
his best to keep his head down. Kierner was Chatrina’s right hand.
When he spoke you listened and said “Yes, sir.” When he walked past
you bowed and hoped to go unnoticed.

Hurrying from
the laundry to the guest rooms, he almost collided with Kierner and
a long-time guest, a man that seemed bent on partaking of more than
the Mistress’ hospitality. “Watch it, boy!” Kierner snapped, and
cuffed his ear.

Raven blinked
back tears, then bowed and meekly made apologies.

The guest
laughed. “Seems Chatrina needs to teach this one a thing or
other.”

Kierner drew
himself up. “She hasn’t. Yet,” he added darkly, giving Raven a
piercing glare.

The other man
took a closer look, which made Raven flush and squirm
uncomfortably. “Perhaps for good reason. Look at that face,” he
murmured. “Makes me wonder if she’d be willing to—”

“I think not,”
Kierner interrupted haughtily, and Raven wondered what would have
been said. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know, though, what with the
way the guest looked at him.

The two men
left him standing in the hallway and he waited until he could no
longer hear the echo of their shoes, before he hurried on his way.
He didn’t tell Myche about the incident.
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Myche seemed
to have found a balance between his new worries and the
level-headed man he had been when Raven had first arrived at the
mansion. He could still spend hours of their time together in deep
thought, but he would also talk quietly about his master and the
time before Chatrina’s deception. He gave no great detail on where
they had come from or who they were, but he was willing to relive
old memories by telling them to Raven.

Myche’s master
seemed a proud man yet without arrogance, strong but gentle with
it, fair and kind and generous. His people loved him and they must
miss him surely, Raven thought. He was beginning to, and he’d never
met the man. Not really.

Myche had said
he was just past thirty and with all he and his master had done,
Raven counted on his fingers and thought the master must be at
least ten years older. He wondered again how long they had been
trapped here.

Raven saw the
wolf a few more times, always by Chatrina’s side, its head low and
tail hanging. He thought the coat looked lifeless and dull, and
wondered if it could take ill.

“I know,”
Myche murmured quietly when Raven told him his concerns. “I’ve seen
it happening slowly for some time. I think he’s finally losing
heart.”

Raven felt his
gut tighten with worry. If the master died Myche would follow,
Raven was sure of it. “Then we must find a way, quickly.”

“How?” Myche
snapped. “She takes him with her wherever she goes—bath, bedroom,
dinners. There is no time when we can safely approach him. And the
chain!” He threw his hands up and stalked away from the
fountain.

Raven watched
him pace for a moment. “I can go most anywhere in the mansion now.
The guards know me. If I can sneak into her rooms—”

Myche was
looming over him within the blink of an eye, his gaze boring into
Raven’s. “You will do no such thing!”

“But—”

“No!” He
grasped Raven’s shoulders. “If they catch you, they will kill you,
and who will I have then?” His expression softened slightly but his
eyes still looked haunted. “I have grown fond of you. I can’t
imagine being alone with this again. Please, don’t do anything
foolish.”

Raven had
never been asked to be careful for his own sake, or the sake of
another. It was a peculiar feeling, but not unpleasant. “All
right.” Myche seemed satisfied with that and they soon parted ways
for the night.

But Raven
couldn’t sleep. He tossed and turned, one hand thrust under the
pillow to squeeze the pouch and the earrings within. The answer lay
in Chatrina’s rooms. He had to get in there somehow.

 


~*~

 


He got his
chance a few days later. Chamberlain’s first three boys took ill
with the late summer fever and were told to rest until their vision
wasn’t blurry and they could sit up and eat by themselves.
Chamberlain was annoyed by this disruption. He was very meticulous
in his responsibilities and illness, if anything, disturbed his
order. Who would now go change the sheets in Mistress’ rooms?

Raven fought
with himself not to jump up and down in excitement, and slowly
raised his hand. “Sir, I can go. I’ve been in the wing and the
guards know me.”

The man
frowned, his lips a thin line, and not before Raven’s heart was
beating frantically did he say, “Fine. You go, Evrin.” He put a
pile of folded sheets in his arms. “She likes her sheets stretched
tight over the mattress. Make sure you do it properly.”

Raven barely
heard him but nodded anyway.

He was nervous
all of a sudden. Surely it was the risk of getting caught that made
the halls seemed long and narrow, the stairs endless, on his way to
the Mistress’ wing. He wondered that they didn’t see the tension on
his face, but the guards only nodded at him and held the door open
to let him through. He walked past the guest rooms and the library
and the parlour, and then he stood in front of Chatrina’s
doors.

He had
imagined them to be carved or inlaid or painted to show her
station, but there were no adornments anywhere. He knocked to make
certain no one was in there, before he opened the door and stepped
inside.

The sitting
room was larger than he had expected, wide hearths at both ends,
and several groups of furniture. He spotted a desk through a door
to the left and wondered if that was her private study. Maybe the
key was in there. He would have no time to search now, the guards
would keep track of the time he spent in here. He turned to look
for the bed and found himself face to face with Chatrina
herself.

Raven squeaked
and dropped the sheets, stumbling and nearly falling over a
footstool. “M-mistress,” he stuttered.

She was
frowning, her eyes narrowed to dark slits. “What are you doing in
here, Evrin?” she asked, and her voice was low, hinting at
unpleasantness if he didn’t give an answer she approved of.

“Mistress—the
Chamberlain, he asked me. Three of the boys have fallen ill,
Mistress. There was no other.”

She came
closer, studying him, and he glimpsed the wolf behind her, its eyes
fixed on him. “And what did he send you to do?”

“Change the
sheets, Mistress,” he nearly whispered now, she stood so close.
Having only seen her in the Hall before or from a distance, it
surprised him to notice they were of a height. Raven was no giant
but Chatrina, with her piled hair and adorned dresses, had seemed
so much larger than him. But he could look her in the eyes without
having to tilt his head.

He blinked and
realized in alarm that was what he was doing. With a gasp and a
quick step back, he murmured apologies and lowered his head.

It was several
long, agonizing minutes before she spoke. “You may continue with
your task, Evrin.”

He got to it
with such speed as he’d never moved before. Picking up the sheets
he had dropped he gave her a careful glance. She might not approve
having sheets in her bed that had been on the floor. The Mistress
merely waved him on with a bored expression.

Raven did as
best he could, smoothing wrinkles and stretching sheets, fluffing
the pillows and carefully arranging the duvet. He was constantly
aware of two pairs of eyes following his every move.

When he had no
more excuse to linger, no more pillows to arrange, he picked up the
bundle of old sheets and prepared to make any appeasements
necessary as he left. But Chatrina had other ideas. She waved him
over and poured two tall glasses of a golden-looking liquid. She
held one out to him and he wondered desperately if she would be
terribly offended if he said no.

“Come now,
Evrin,” Chatrina murmured, reading his hesitation on his face.
“Just a taste, to smooth that little scene.” She lifted the glass
in a way that suggested he better take it or she would drop it.

Raven hurried
to set his bundle down and carefully took the glass from her
slender hand, the hand with the bracelet. The wolf lay still and
quiet at her feet. Raven quickly looked away only to realize
Chatrina was watching him.

“Do you like
dogs?”

“Mistress?” He
nearly fumbled the glass. It felt delicate in his grip. “Yes. A
bit.”

“Better than
horses?” She was smiling now, but it looked calculating.

He ducked his
head. “Yes, Mistress.”

“I prefer
horses myself, such proud beasts. Dogs on the other hand.” She
caught him glancing at the animal. “Yes, this one. It was a gift,
you might say. But he’s getting on in years. I might have to have
him put out of his misery.” She sipped her drink, eyes narrowing as
it touched her lips.

Raven wondered
if she could hear his heart pounding against his ribcage, if she
could see the panic in his eyes. He took a desperate gulp of his
drink and nearly choked on it burning his throat.

Chatrina
laughed at his predicament, pleased to have played such a joke on
an unsuspecting house servant. Raven didn’t mind as long as it took
her attention off the conversation. He coughed just a little longer
than necessary.

“Ah, Evrin,”
she sighed. “Such an innocent boy.” She put her glass down and took
his from his cold hand. He could smell the perfume on her now. “You
will be changing my sheets again, do you think?”

“Yes,
Mistress. I suppose. At least until the Chamberlain’s boys are
well.” He swallowed uneasily when one of her fingers touched his
arm through the sleeve. What was this about? Surely she couldn’t…?
But he supposed she could, and no one would argue or disagree.
Except Kierner.

“Hmm. I’ll
make sure the guards know to let you in each time, then,” she
murmured.

“Yes,
Mistress,” he mumbled. He couldn’t breathe.

Chatrina
stepped back. “Run along now. I believe those sheets need washing.”
She dismissed him with a gesture and watched with interest as he
bowed his way out into the hallway. When the door clicked shut
between them Raven turned and ran.
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He had decided
not to tell Myche about any of it. He was embarrassed and
uncomfortable enough with what had happened, Chatrina’s strange
behaviour not the least. But Myche already knew.

He came and
dragged Raven away from his washing of the Mistress’ sheets, pulled
him by the arm across the laundry yard and didn’t stop until they
stood by the well, away from everyone else. Myche was furious and
the only reason Raven knew was because the man could hardly
speak.

“I’m sorry,”
Raven said quickly, compelled to speak when the other couldn’t. “I
saw a chance to have a look and couldn’t let it slip me by. I
wasn’t going to do anything, just see what her rooms were like.” He
didn’t say they were too large to easily search.

Myche ground
his teeth together and his grip on Ravens arms hurt.

“I’m sorry,”
he offered again.

Myche finally
let out an explosive breath and his shoulders slumped. “You scared
me half to death, lad.”

“How did you
know?” Raven wondered. Surely rumour wouldn’t spread about the
Mistress herself?

“I know
because she was with her Horse Master and the gift horses when she
suddenly went all strange. She took off to her wing—almost running,
by the fates—and I just knew it was because of you!”

Raven stared.
“But… how?”

Myche lowered
his voice. “She knew because she has wards on her door. Only those
she has allowed can pass them without alerting her.”

“But the
guards know me, they let me—”

“Not ‘guards’, wards. Magic,” he hissed.

Raven tried
the unfamiliar word on his tongue. Then he frowned at Myche, angry.
“If you had told me before!”

“I know, lad,
I know.” He made a shushing motion with his hand and glanced around
to see who was watching; there were only a few others, busy with
their tasks and not interested in a quarrel between servants. “It
was my mistake not to warn you, but you did promise not to go there
and I trusted your word.”

Raven was
ashamed now, cheeks pinking, but he would not admit it.

Myche sighed
and dragged a hand over his face. “I’m just glad you’re all
right.”

A group of
maids came through from the laundry then and Myche looked at them
for a moment. “I can’t stay. But we shall talk of this again, mark
my words, lad.” He poked Raven in the chest. “I’m not done yelling
at you.”

Raven
neglected telling him he hadn’t yelled much at all.
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It was hard
knowing how much Raven should tell Myche of what Chatrina had said.
He feared it might make the man do something rash. But in the end
he deserved to know, who was Raven to withhold such important
things about his master?

Myche sank
down on the stone bench and buried his face in his hands when Raven
retold the whole scene, even Chatrina’s words about the wolf
getting old. “I’ve seen it, I’ve seen it,” he mumbled. “I’ve been
wondering if she’s making it so to torment him.”

“She’s ageing
him?” Raven asked, astonished and incredulous it could be done.

There were
tears in Myche’s eyes when he raised his head. “She is more
powerful and more evil than you can imagine. It worries me that
she’s finally getting bored with him. What do I do?” He covered his
face again, his body shaking.

Raven stared
at his friend and didn’t know what to say. “If I… if I could….” No,
she would know he got into her rooms again, what with the wards.
“But she said she’d let the guards know to let me in at all times,”
he said aloud, and sensed Myche was listening. “She said ‘guards’
but what if she meant ‘wards’?”

Myche sat
still for a long moment, then said, “You might be right. Sweet
Meuri, what if you’re right?” He got to his feet abruptly. “She
never reacts to any of the other boys coming and going, as if she
included them in the wards. And you told her you’d be running up
there until the others were well again.” In the light of the waning
moon it was difficult to see, but Raven thought some colour had
come into his friend’s cheeks.

“We have a few
more days,” Raven interjected.

“This is still very dangerous, Raven,”
Myche said, and fixed him with a steady gaze. “There will hardly be
any time to search very thoroughly. The key might not even be
there. She might not even need a
key.”

Raven stood
and took Myche’s hand. “If there is one I’ll find it, I
promise.”

Myche smiled
crookedly and didn’t say what had happened to his last promise.
Raven was glad he didn’t.
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There were
several things that needed to fall in place for Raven to be
somewhat safe going to Chatrina’s rooms. He needed an excuse, an
order; it needed to be something he could do by himself yet that
would take time to finish; Chatrina needed to be otherwise
occupied, preferably away from the mansion.

But no such
chance presented itself. The Mistress took one of her horses riding
in the afternoon but Raven was not sent to her wing. In fact, he
hardly even left the laundry all day. And two of the boys who had
been ill were already sitting up and eating on their own. Raven
began to feel Myche’s despair. Time was running out.
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The Mistress
had been spending time at dinners with her peers, coming home late
and sleeping well into the next day all week now. With so many
opportunities passing him by, Raven was so frustrated he hardly
knew what to do with himself.

The
Chamberlain had his boys working late this evening, making sure all
the chandeliers throughout the mansion were properly lit and had
new candles, and the lamps plenty of oil. The late summer nights
fell earlier by the day and it wouldn’t do to have the Mistress
stumbling around in the dark.

Raven was busy
digging a burnt-down stump of candle out of a socket when he heard
voices in the hallway, approaching. He recognized the Mistress,
Kierner, and the latest house guest—a woman of some sharp wit and
even sharper tongue. No few maids had left her presence in
tears.

Raven made
sure to step well back when they passed him, bowing and murmuring,
“Mistress, Master, Madam,” and only receiving a scowl from Kierner
for it. But as he looked up he saw the most peculiar thing—a vine
of some unknown quality that twined around Chatrina’s right wrist,
round and round. It trailed behind her and to the wolf’s neck.

Raven didn’t
realize he was staring until the wolf looked back at him, as if
cautioning him, and Raven quickly turned away. He stood hardly
breathing for the longest time, mind awhirl with what he had
seen.

Or thought he
had seen? What if this was another trick of Chatrina’s, another
glamour?

He caught his
breath. Yes, what if it was!

In his haste
he did a poor job with the chandelier, two of the flames going out
as he hurried away, but he couldn’t wait with this. Myche needed to
know.

Myche had
never told him where he slept, but considering he was well liked
among both staff and nobles, and held a position of some
importance, Raven guessed he slept in a bed in the larger, better
appointed Chamberlain’s hall, which was much warmer in winter and
cooler in summer than the servants’ hall. Raven crept along the row
of beds and soon spotted his friend. In sleep he looked young and
troubled, and the moustache seemed out of place on his face. Raven
gently shook him awake, whispering his name.

Myche frowned
at him, blinking for a moment, then sat bolt upright. “What’s
wrong?” he whispered urgently, eyes wide.

But Raven
wouldn’t answer. He couldn’t tell this without fearing he needed to
shout in excitement, and he beckoned Myche to follow him
outside.

Myche paced
him impatiently, clearly anxious, and no sooner had they reached
the well in the yard outside before he demanded to know what was
the matter.

“The chain—”
No, that was the wrong way to begin. “The Mistress came back just
now,” Raven started over. “I was still working with the
chandeliers, and you’ve said starlight and water disrupts her
magic. The chain, Myche,” Raven hissed instead of shouted, “only
there was no chain!”

His friend
frowned, opened his mouth, shook his head.

“What if it’s
a glamour, like the dog?” Raven went on. “What if there is no key
because she never needed one?”

“Stop!” Myche
grabbed him by the arms and only then did he realize he was
bouncing on his feet. “Slow down. You need to explain, what do you
mean ‘no chain’?”

Raven pulled a
breath and said really slowly, “She walked by, and I couldn’t see a
chain. Only a vine going from her wrist to the wolf.”

Myche was
staring hard at him, not speaking, and his fingers were tight and
trembling on Raven’s arms.

“What if it’s
a glamour? We could just cut it and he’d be free.”

“Stop. Wait.
The glamour could be anything. The chain could be real and the vine
the glamour. You have no way of knowing until you try and if you’re
wrong it would be too late by then.”

“And what if
I’m right?”

It was painful
to see the spark of hope in Myche’s eyes.

“We will never
know unless we try,” Raven said gently, and for this one moment he
felt like the adult.

Myche shut his
eyes tightly. “I’ve wanted him free for so long I can’t…. Do you
understand how it would destroy us both if this fails?”

Raven reached
up and covered one of Myche’s hands with his own. It was cold.
“Maybe it’s that religious thing you mentioned once. I understand
what you meant now.”

Myche looked
bewildered at him. “Religious rhetoric?”

“Yes.” Raven
smiled. “Maybe I was meant to come here.”

Myche stepped
back and leaned against the well. After a moment he said, “All
right. Let’s say you saw what you say. Can you describe the
vine?”

Raven thought
back, past the shock of discovery and the excitement. “It was thin
and pale, like from lack of sunlight. There were small, pointy
leaves on it, yellow leaves. She had one end wrapped several times
around her wrist—the bracelet is such a misleading image—and the
other end around the wolf’s neck….” He trailed off and realized
Myche had stopped listening.

“Yellow
leaves. It reminds me of a plant that used to grow on the side of
my grandmother’s cottage. Each year she had the gardener cut it
down before winter, and each spring it would grow back just as tall
as before.”

“You know what
it is?”

“I wouldn’t
know for sure until I saw for myself, which I can’t. But if it
is….” He shook his head. “She is cruel, Chatrina. That vine could
strangle you.”

And of course
that was why the wolf was beginning to look so tired. Raven
shuddered. “So we find something to cut it with.”

“We still need
to come close to her. She will not allow it, and she will know the
vine is cut the moment you do it.” He let out a frustrated growl
and grabbed two handfuls of his hair.

“So we don’t,
then?” Raven asked angrily, getting upset at the way Myche could
only see the problems. “We wait until your master dies?”

Myche looked
like he had been slapped. “Meuri’s heart, no. I couldn’t live with
myself!”

“I know. Which
means we have to try. From what I’ve heard, your master seems like
a man who would rather die fighting.”

“Yes. Yes, he
would,” Myche whispered hoarsely. “Thank you for reminding me.”
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Raven didn’t
know how to describe it to himself, but it was something like being
frustrated and nervous and terrified and eager all at once. Myche
had wanted him to find a way to get one more look at the vine, to
make absolutely certain it looked the same—Chatrina could have
glamoured it that evening for some reason or other, and it would
still be a chain.

But it wasn’t.
Raven was certain. He saw it again the night he spent curled up at
the entrance to the Mistress’ wing, hidden by a heavy statue. She
walked by alone with only the wolf in tow, its paws dragging, and
Raven stared until his eyes watered to make sure. It was still a
vine. When he saw her in the morning it was a chain again. Myche
allowed himself to be convinced.

“The autumn
festival is soon,” Myche said as they sat eating their midday meal
by the paddock, water trough at their backs. “She will be out all
day and all night. Her presence is in high demand.”

Raven chewed
his bread and nodded. The problem was to corner her when she was
alone, which was usually in her bedroom—she seldom took someone to
bed with her. But they had no ready excuse for Raven to be there at
that hour, and the one he thought she might approve of, he refused
to even consider until he really had to.

“The physician
gives her a remedy for the drinks, so she won’t be as sore in the
morning.”

Raven blinked
at Myche. “Sore?”

He gave him a
crooked smile. “Guess you’re too young to ever have been hung over,
eh? It’s most unpleasant, no matter how good the drinking the night
before.”

“Yes, and?” He
wondered where this was going.

“If we could
add something to that remedy—and I know just the thing—she would
sleep well through the night. You could march all the horses
through her room and she wouldn’t wake up.” He seemed to like that
idea.

“I could serve
it to her,” Raven offered, but Myche shook his head.

“Only the
physician gives it to her, and he’s no friend of mine.”

Raven raised
his eyebrows at that, Myche seemed so friendly with everyone it was
hard to believe there was a person who could resist him. Well,
Kierner, but Kierner wasn’t friendly with anyone.

“We need
horses,” Myche was saying, having moved on while Raven was musing
on other things. “I can see to those, obviously. But you’re the one
with the hard part.” He looked at Raven who shrugged.

“It’ll work, I
know it will.”

“I hope so. By
Meuri, I hope so.”
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Myche let him
know he had begun hiding stuff away, things they would need once
they escaped, and he had chosen two horses that could be relied
upon to carry them safely and without fuss.

Raven, for his
part, had made it his business to be seen as much as possible at
all manner of hours in the Mistress’ wing. The guards hardly looked
at him any more.

The physician
too was seeing him quite a bit. Raven had developed a new and
healthy curiosity for all things concerning the body and mind.
Treatments and herbs and medicines in particular. He came running
to the man, sometimes several times a day, with this plant or that
seed, asking what could be made of it. Raven hardly cared what the
physician grumpily told him about the things he brought, but that
was not the point. The man was beginning to look harried, and
finally he cracked. He let Raven walk around his room, picking up
skulls and tools and books and bottles, until he had satisfied his
curiosity.

“What are you
doing?” Myche asked of him over their evening meal. “The man is
complaining to anyone who will listen about the boy who won’t stop
following him around.”

“I figured the
more he sees of me now the less surprised he will be when I ask to
help him. You know, climbing all those stairs every night for the
Mistress’ remedy, can’t be easy on an old man’s bones.”

Myche let out
a bark of laughter at his mock-sympathetic tone. “You are sneakier
than I thought, lad.”

Raven smiled
and shrugged.

But it wasn’t
that easy. The physician was very protective of his work, making
sure Raven never saw what he mixed in his tonics or how he prepared
the medicines. That didn’t matter, but how to get him to let Raven
be the one to deliver it? He needed a minute for the powder Myche
had found to dissolve and mix with the liquid, and the physician
wouldn’t let his bottles out of sight for more than a few
seconds.

The Autumn
festival lasted for ten days, opening with a grand parade and
fireworks. Mistress Chatrina participated of course, riding in a
carriage draped in green and yellow velvet. Raven watched the party
leave in the mornings, wondering at the frivolous splendour of the
city, and the carriage often returned empty in the afternoons.

It was late on
the fourth evening of the festival and Myche and Raven were
sitting, apparently at leisure, at the paddocks when there was a
disturbance at the gates. The Mistress’ carriage came back, earlier
than usual, and she seemed in a foul mood.

“Something’s
wrong,” Myche murmured, craning his neck to see.

Chatrina
fairly jumped from her carriage, gesturing wildly at Kierner, who
followed more sedately. She was upset about something, angry, and
yanked on the chain—now in the starlight a vine to Raven’s eyes—and
the wolf stumbled down the steps.

Raven gasped,
and Myche shot to his feet beside him. This was not the wolf he had
seen all those weeks ago. This was a greying, tired creature with
hardly the energy to stand, let alone walk. But Chatrina showed no
mercy and forced the animal to follow as she headed at a brisk pace
for her wing.

Myche moved as
if to follow and Raven had to put a hand on his arm to make him
stay. He turned desperate eyes on Raven. “He’s dying, I can feel
it. We have to do it now, tonight.”

Raven stood,
feeling strangely calm. “I’ll go see the physician, ask to help.
You get the powder, I’ll be back soon.”

He hurried,
keeping out of the way of the guards in the yard who were muttering
about their Mistress’ mood. The physician was in his study as
usual, but Raven was to be disappointed.

“Mistress has
no need for my remedy tonight, she said,” the man informed
indifferently when Raven asked. “I know you are eager to prove
yourself, boy. You will just have to wait.”

Raven stared
for a moment, then excused himself. What now? He had to get into
Chatrina’s rooms. As he walked back out to find Myche he noticed
the men who had escorted the Mistress standing together, passing a
flask between them. They seemed more relaxed than minutes before,
and an idea came to him.

Myche frowned
when he saw Raven return empty-handed, but he nodded agreement to
his new plan. “And you think you’ll get her to drink it?”

“Maybe. I
think she has an eye for me.” He didn’t want to explain why this
was so, and fortunately Myche didn’t ask.

“I just bet
she has. Fine, I’ll come with you to the kitchen, keep Cook
distracted while you steal a bottle.”

Cook was more
than happy to be distracted, talking to Myche and offering him a
plate of leftovers, which he accepted not to arouse any suspicion.
It turned out to be fortunate, now Raven could offer the Mistress a
tray of snacks with the wine, to help soothe her mood.

They hid in a
corner of the small garden, not talking out of fear of being
overheard and simply because there was nothing to say. Raven
watched as Myche poured out almost half the bottle among the bushes
and then tipped the powder into what was left, to make it more
potent, he whispered.

Knives and
daggers were forbidden in the mansion, except for the guards’, but
Raven had stolen a pair of scissors from the physician. They were
of sturdy metal where the edges were lined with silver, for cutting
the Mistress hair, he had found out, but couldn’t understand why it
had to be silver.

Myche had
found it suitable. “They will work just fine for cutting him free
from her.”

Raven settled
the scissors on a leather thong at the small of his back, inside
his trousers, and his shirt was loose and long enough to hide the
small form of it.

He realized he
was squeezing his pouch when he felt the shape of the earrings
against his palm. It was not an idea, more an instinctive action,
when he took them out and put them back in his ears. There was a
slight pinch at first, but the familiar and long lost weight was a
comfort.

Myche looked
at him, tilted his head to the side. “You look somehow different,”
he murmured.

“I am
different,” Raven answered. “Tonight we take back what is
ours.”

Myche drew a
sharp breath and clasped his shoulder. “Meuri is with you, I know
it.” Then he stood and gave Raven the bottle. “I’ll be waiting with
the horses.”

Raven didn’t
stay to watch him leave, he took the bottle and the plate, and
headed for the Mistress’ wing. Climbing the stairs was like
climbing a hill, walking the hallway leading up to the guarded
entrance seemed endless. He paused at the top of the stairs, making
sure his hair covered the earrings. He was about to rebel but he
wasn’t foolish. If anyone saw the stones they would know right away
something was afoot.

The guards
barely eyed him as he passed and he continued down the hallway,
breath fast and shallow in his throat.

“Stop!”

Raven froze
halfway to Chatrina’s doors, knowing that voice very well, and
slowly turned. Kierner was striding towards him, his narrow face
set in harsh, unforgiving lines. He stopped only feet away,
crowding Raven and looking down at him along his nose. There was a
glint in his eyes that made Raven want to squirm. He forced himself
not to move, not to think about the suddenly cold metal of the
scissors against his skin.

“What are you
doing here?” Kierner demanded in a sharp tone. “Mistress has not
sent for you.”

“I
thought—”

“We do not
want our servants to think, boy!” the man interrupted with a slash
of his hand. “We only need you to run and fetch, and it seems
you’ve misstepped this time.” He smiled, showing all his teeth.
“I’ll personally see—”

The door down
the hall banged open. “What’s this ruckus?” Mistress Chatrina
yelled.

Raven had
never heard her raise her voice before and he didn’t know if he
should be afraid or amused. She sounded almost like a sulking
little girl.

Kierner bowed his head, Raven hurrying to
do the same, and the man said, “This boy presumed to disturb you
with a plate of food and a bottle—half a bottle of wine, Mistress, when you had specifically asked
to be left alone. I was merely setting him straight.”

Chatrina
scowled, her hand grasping the door handle tightly. Finally she
jerked her head. “Send him in here.”

Kierner made a
choked sound. “Mistress—”

She cut him short with a snarl.
“Now you presume to
lecture me, Kierner? Do
I have to set you straight as well?”

The man’s
already pallid face paled even more, and he bowed and mumbled
apologies. He gave Raven a shove and a scowl, and sent him to
Chatrina’s rooms. Raven could feel the man’s eyes on him right up
until the doors closed behind him.

Chatrina
snorted and muttered under her breath, stalking past Raven to a
vanity set against the far wall. She picked up a brush only to toss
it irritably away again. The chain rattled—or rather, the vine made
hissing noises where it trailed behind her, lengthening and
shortening as she required. The wolf laid still and breathing
slowly on a rug by the windows, apparently unaware of Raven’s
arrival.

He kept his
eyes down, waiting to be acknowledged. He couldn’t risk making her
any angrier. Finally she came over to him and only now did he
realize she was wearing her nightgown and a silk robe, and her hair
was down around her shoulders.

“What is this
you bring me, Evrin?” the Mistress asked, but it didn’t sound
friendly or even like she cared.

“A bottle of
wine and some small snacks, Mistress,” he murmured. In the corner
of his eye he could see her purse her lips.

“So Kierner
was correct? You presume to know my mind?” she said thinly.

Raven began
babbling and it was only half an act. “No, Mistress. Please, I
only—when I saw you return, you seemed so upset, and I thought—I
mean, I hoped, maybe something to—” He stopped himself. A meek
servant’s rambling was annoying enough, he hoped whatever the
interest she had in him might smooth it over.

The moments
dragged by heavily before she spoke. “Evrin, Evrin. Such a good boy
you are.” She gestured gracefully at the cabinet where she kept her
glasses, smiling like she hadn’t been angry just moments before.
“You may pour me a measure.”

Raven could
hardly believe he was one step closer to succeeding. He took care
not to fumble and spill, surreptitiously swivelling the wine before
he gave her the glass with a bow.

She studied
him over the rim of the glass as she sipped, then sank into a plush
chair. “How about some of those morsels you brought?” Her voice was
low and vibrant with something Raven couldn’t identify, but it made
the hairs on his neck stand on end.

She picked and
chose among the pieces of sweetmeats and cheese, and nibbled
delicately on them. “I must say, when I first saw you I knew there
was potential, but I could hardly credit myself for how well you’ve
turned out. Such forethought to bring me evening snacks.” She
paused, swallowed, a small wrinkle coming and going between her
thin eyebrows. “I think, if you continue to behave like this, I
shall make you my personal servant, Evrin. Good behaviour should be
rewarded.”

Raven made
sure to seem pleasantly surprised, but he could think of nothing
worse. He glanced up under his bangs when she delicately cleared
her throat, and wondered how long it would take before the powder
took effect.

Not long, as
it turned out. Chatrina suddenly lurched to her feet, clutching one
hand to her chest, the other trembling badly enough to drop her
wine with a shattering of glass. “Wh-what have you done!” she
cried, her voice weakening. “Damn, foolish boy!” She reached clawed
fingers towards him, stumbling. She was stronger than he had
thought for she got her hands on him and yanked him off balance
with a snarl.

Raven yelped as they stumbled over a foot
stool and fell, her on top, and the air whooshed out of him when they hit the floor. For a long,
stunned moment he could only lie there, trying to breathe and
wishing fervently that nobody had heard the ruckus and would come
to investigate.

But all was
silent outside, and he pushed her limp body off and struggled to
sit. And came face to face with the wolf. Its warm, moist breath
washed across his skin. It was so close he saw the striations in
its eyes. They were the most wondrous green and yellow colour, and
held Raven in a gaze so intense he could hardly breathe.

Wide-eyed,
Raven dared not move. What if the man had been trapped for so long
he no longer remembered what he truly was? Would the wolf attack if
he tried to touch it?

“Please,”
Raven whispered when he managed to find his voice. His lips were
numb with fear. “I’m here to help you.”

Still the wolf
would not move. What if it had forgotten the thoughts and words of
men?

“Myche,” he
murmured, “he sent me. We’re taking you away from this place.
Please, I don’t know how long we have.”

The animal
finally took a step back.

Raven could
breathe again and shifted to his knees. There was no time to waste.
With a trembling hand he reached for the scissors in the back of
his trousers and grabbed the vine. The wolf stood silently by and
watched as he went to cut the shackles that had held Myche’s master
prisoner for so long. Raven cut it a few feet from the wolf’s neck,
keeping a wary eye on the beast and woman alike, as the
silver-lined edges sank with surprising ease through the bark and
sinew. He almost laughed in relief—and then yelped in shock when
the vine began to jerk and thrash, the severed ends squirming as if
trying to find each other.

The wolf
jumped away, fur bristling and tail coming up. It was the most
animated Raven had yet seen it. He tossed the end of Chatrina’s
vine away, staring in revulsion as it wiggled and yanked, making
the woman’s limp hand twitch.

It was time to
go. He hoped to sneak far down the hall before the guards were
alerted to what was happening. But opening the door just a crack he
saw Kierner standing further down the hallway, and the man saw
him.

Raven slammed the door shut again, blood
rushing in his ears, and palms damp. Too late! Too late, they’ll take me and
the wolf, and Myche will come and we’ll die and—

There was a
body at his hip, breath and fur tickling his hand. The wolf was
pressing up against him as if to encourage him.

“Yes,” Raven
murmured, staring at it. “Let’s go.” It was more than time.

He yanked the
door open moments before Kierner reached it, making the man pause
between steps, and the wolf was in motion. It streaked past Raven
and Kierner both, the heavy body bumping the man and making him
fall over. Raven was not late to follow and leapt past Kierner, who
was now drawing breath to scream.

They ran as
fast as they could but the hall was long and gave the guards time
to hear the warning, if not fully grasp the situation. However, the
element of surprise was on Raven’s side. None of the others were
prepared for the sight of a wolf to come running at them, and Raven
knew now the glamour of the dog was gone, for the guards shouted in
fright and scrambled out of the way of the snarling, teeth-baring
beast.

Raven shot a
look over his shoulder and saw Kierner had got back to his feet,
yelling for the guards and cursing their foolishness.

“Go, go!”
Raven shouted to the wolf, and did his best to keep up.

The chaos in
the Mistress’ wing had not gone unnoticed. Servants and guards were
appearing everywhere. Raven was winded by the impact of one of
Chamberlain’s boys—thankfully the smaller one—and he fought to keep
his feet as the boy fell with a cry.

Then the wolf
was at his side, its shoulders tall as his hip. It turned its
massive head and gave him a look. Raven blinked, then dug both his
hands into the thick, warm fur. He could feel the noose of the vine
against his knuckles. It had loosened but not lost its grip. Raven
stifled a yelp and clung on not to be yanked off his feet when the
beast took off again.

It was like
flying. The faster they ran the longer his strides got. In a blink
they were at the end of the hallway; they took the stairs four,
five at a time. With an exhilarating bubble of laughter Raven saw
the guards falling far behind.

They came to
the tall front doors and Raven urged the wolf to the right just
outside, clinging on as they fairly leapt the path and entered the
small garden where Raven had first met Myche.

There he was,
two horses in tow. Raven barely had time to let go before the wolf
and the man were greeting each other, a quick but heartfelt embrace
and uttering of sobs and whines. Then Myche grabbed for Raven,
thrusting him at one of the horses.

“Get up,” he
said, and his voice sounded hoarse.

“But I can’t
ride. I’ve never—”

“No choice.
Just hang on as best you can!” He boosted Raven into the saddle
with little care for proprieties—there simply was no time.

The mansion
was coming alive, lights in all the windows, and voices nearing.
Raven hung on when the horse moved nervously, tossing its head, and
then Myche was guiding them both to the damaged garden wall. Raven
wondered why he was not surprised to learn they were to jump
it.

The wolf
sailed across it easily, then Myche’s horse jumped, its hind hoofs
striking stone. Raven dug his fingers into his horse’s mane,
squeezed with his legs around its barrel, and hardly dared look. It
was a breathless moment during which he had many thoughts and none
at all. Then the horse landed with a teeth-jarring impact and Raven
yelped and nearly lost his seat.

Myche took the
reins of Raven’s horse, making clicking noises at the animals to
keep them going, and turned to the right at the end of the
backstreet. Raven had completely forgotten it was Autumn Festival.
The street they came to was crowded with celebrants, forcing them
to slow the horses to a walk. It astounded him the whole city
seemed to have come out to celebrate, as if hunger and starvation
and war were a distant worry. He frowned down at a beggar girl who
lifted her cup of festival drink at him, a big lazy smile on her
face. Where would she be tomorrow, he wondered.

The wolf kept
near to the horses, baring its teeth at anyone who came too close.
But most celebrants, Raven realized, were well and truly into their
cups by now and thought the beast was a well-made prank.

Another effect
of the festival was that no gates were closed in any part of the
city, and it was Myche’s hope they could force their way through
even at the city gates. They had only avoided the gates at the
mansion to throw the guards off, at least for a bit.

They cleared
the worst of the crowds when they left the nobler quarters and the
markets, and Myche set the horses to a brisk trot. Raven could see
the wolf ahead and wondered if it would stay with them or keep
running.

Then the city
gates came into view. Myche gave Raven a grim look. “Hang on tight
now and don’t fall off.”

Wide-eyed,
Raven nodded.

For one brief
moment all was silent except for the sound of hoof beats. Then
there was an unholy snarl, and the guards all yelled and scrambled
over each other to escape the beast that leapt and lunged among
them. One or two tried to draw their swords, but had to let go of
the hilts and jump aside, or risk being trampled by the galloping
horses.

In a glimpse
Raven saw the pale, angry faces of the guards, heard the ominous
rattle of the portcullis chain, but too late, as the riders burst
through on the other side.

Myche let out
a wordless yell, the wolf a deep, huffing sound of approval, and
Raven clung on as best he could when the horses lengthened their
strides and headed for the far forest.
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He couldn’t
say later for how long they had ridden or how far, but the horses
were tired and sweaty, and his own body ached and trembled with
fatigue. Trees had appeared around them some while ago and not long
after Myche had steered them off the road.

Now, as Raven
sat swaying in the saddle, he was surprised to realize they had
stopped. He raised his head and looked around at the dark forest.
Myche was just getting out of the saddle and sank to his knees as
the great wolf came trotting over, its head held low and its tail
wagging with joy.

Though Raven
had hardly met a wolf before, and only rarely spent any length of
time with dogs, he could tell by the body language how relieved and
joyous the animal was to finally be free. Myche was crying and
clinging to the wolf’s neck, laughing when the big tongue left wet
licks across his face. Raven couldn’t bring himself to interrupt
the wonderful reunion.

Finally Myche
wiped his eyes on his sleeve and rose, one hand still on the wolf’s
head. He turned to Raven still on his horse. “You have no idea how
grateful I am.” Then he gestured at Raven. “We’ll be stopping here
for a few hours. Why don’t you get down?”

Raven bit his
lip. “I don’t think I can,” he mumbled, too sore to move and the
horse too tall.

Myche smiled
crookedly and reached up to catch him. No sooner had he put his
feet on the ground, knees nearly buckling, before there was a big
tongue across his face. He coughed and spluttered, and wiped at the
wetness.

Myche laughed.
“Oh, yes, let me introduce Raven, Master.”

Raven gave the
wolf a hesitant look, then bowed his head. “Master,” he said, and
it seemed to him the wolf laughed.

“Master, I
have clothes here if you wish to change.” Myche pulled a bundle
from his saddlebags, and Raven was abruptly reminded this was
supposed to be a man.

“But… why
hasn’t he changed back?” He’d thought the glamour on the man was
supposed to have stopped working outside the mansion, or at least
this far away from Chatrina. Surely her powers couldn’t reach this
far?

Myche frowned,
looking at the wolf. “I don’t know, he….” He trailed off, then
grabbed for the animal. “You didn’t cut the vine off?”

Raven shifted
at the accusing tone in his voice. “I didn’t—didn’t think it—he’d
let me near with the scissors.”

Myche held his
hand out. “Do you still have them?”

Raven grabbed
at the back of his trousers, but of course they weren’t there. He
had no idea if he’d dropped the scissors, or just forgotten them in
their haste to escape. “No,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Myche seemed
about to yell at him, but the wolf stepped between them and gave
Myche a look that stopped him short. “I’ll try it with my knife,”
he said after a moment.

The wolf
submitted readily to his ministrations, like it would not have for
Raven, and Myche carefully put the knife between flesh and vine. He
had to use some force. The sinew withstood the metal of his knife
like it had not the silver of the scissors, and would not yield
easily.

Then there was a startling
snap
and a blinding flash, and both
Myche and the wolf yelped with pain. Raven threw his hands up to
shield his eyes and when he looked again, blinking at the spots of
colour, he saw the two had been thrown apart by the release of
magic.

“Myche!” He
hurried to his friend’s side.

“I’m fine,
just knocked the breath out of me.” He groaned and rubbed at his
chest. “Help me sit. Master, he—help me up!” He grabbed at Raven’s
sleeve.

Raven helped
him sit and when they looked over they saw the wolf was on its
feet, trembling and panting. Then it yowled as if in pain, Myche
jumping at the sound, and the strangest thing happened.

Raven couldn’t
tell if it was revolting or amazing, what happened next. The
animal’s skin began to move, like there were large worms crawling
beneath it, or like the bones were rearranging. He stared,
slack-jawed, hardly aware of anything else.

He had known,
somewhere, that the animal was not truly an animal, but a man. But
he had thought the wolf wouldn’t have substance, that it would be a
glamour like the dog, and that it would have transformed more
gracefully, with fairy lights and a puff of silver dust. It was not
like that, it was painful and elemental—primal—and seemed to take
much too long.

The man, when
he finally appeared in full, panted heavily from the exertion,
shivering with a layer of cold sweat on his naked skin. He did not
move from his crouch for some time. Myche waited, pale and silent,
and rose finally. He slowly moved around, pulling one of the
blankets from the packs, and with a soothing murmur laid it across
his master’s shoulders.

 


~*~

 


Myche sent
Raven away with the excuse of gathering wood for a fire. He
understood their need for privacy, which they hadn’t had for a very
long time, and for the master to regain his composure. Raven
dutifully went.

He stayed away
longer than it took to get an armful of sticks, sitting crouched by
a tall pine and keeping a wary eye on the forest. He had never been
this far away from any settlements at night, and the woods sounded
and felt very different when he was alone. He had a flash of
memory, of human scavengers in the night creeping up on him, and he
scrambled to his feet, back pressed against the tree. Even old
memories and frights became renewed now in the dark.

Finally he
couldn’t stand it any longer. Gathering the sticks, he returned to
find Myche’s master had gotten dressed in borrowed and stolen
clothes.

He sat at
Myche’s side, slowly brushing out his hair with his fingers. And
what hair it was, Raven thought, waves of golds and reds and
something like silver. Untied it reached well below his shoulders.
Raven tried not to stare, not wanting to make any of them
uncomfortable, but he was curious.

Myche set
about making the fire, and once there was light Raven got his first
good look at the master’s face. He was handsome. Raven was
surprised at himself for knowing that word and what it embodied to
him: prominent cheekbones and a good jaw line where the muscles
played as the man bit his teeth together. His nose had a notch
halfway, and the brow was smooth and wide. The man’s eyes were like
the wolf’s, just as intense and direct in their colourful gaze.

Raven blinked,
realizing his perusal had been noticed only once their eyes met,
and hastily looked away with a blush heating his cheeks.

The master’s
lips twitched and he leaned forward with his elbows on his knees.
“I’m pleased to meet you, Raven. I’m honoured that you would risk
your life to save mine.”

Raven slid his
eyes to the man again and saw him bow his head ever so slightly.
“Oh, no, Master. I mean—” he blurted, unused to be paid such
respect. “If it were anyone in need I would still have done it.”
Then he blushed again, realizing how that could be interpreted.
“Not—not that you are anyone, Master,” he added hurriedly, and bit
his lip when the two men laughed.

“Still, thank
you.”

Myche produced
a pouch and a small kettle from one of the packs, and began to
prepare for some light food and tea. Raven was happy to let the
silence fall, unsure what to say now that the company had changed.
Back at the mansion he and Myche had had a purpose, something in
common. Now Raven felt at a loss. He glanced at Myche and saw a
sort of rearranging of the lines around his eyes, the relief clear
on his face, as he must surely feel to have his master back and
both their freedom.

But glancing
at the master Raven wasn’t so sure he was as at ease. His captivity
had not been easy. Raven could only imagine and wasn’t sure he
wanted to know.

They sat
sharing their simple meal in silence, the fire crackling, when the
master looked at his hands holding the bowl. He opened and clenched
the fingers of one hand, staring as if he had never seen such a
thing before. There was a strangled sound from deep in his throat
and he got abruptly to his feet, the bowl falling to the ground and
spilling its contents, and then he stalked out into the dark forest
without a word to the others.

Myche let him
go but after only a few moments he rose. “Wait here. We won’t be
far.” He left too and Raven was once again alone in the dark.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/58620
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
Fyrder Sagas






