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Chapter 1 -
Somewhere, Somewhen

It was a while before I
realised that I wasn’t like the commoners. They were human. Father
was human. Grandmama, Mother, and I were only descended from
humans. I was also descended from Mother, something that even
before I went to school was a worry.

“Though you
must never think you are better than anyone, Polo,” Grandmama told
me, “just because you’re Blood. All men, and women, are equal.
Blood or peasant, we’re all people. Blood might have some
advantages but they can be as stupid as the next person. Dragon
blood doesn’t stop idiocy.” She curled her lip a little. “Just look
at your mother.”

“Shouldn’t say
things like that to the boy,” said the day servant, looking up from
her book.

“He’s too young
to remember,” Grandmama said, “aren’t you dear? You’re my
precious.” I beamed up at her. The servant shook her head.

“Your
grandson’s precocious and precious, ladyship, don’t say I didn’t
warn you. He picked up swearing before he could walk properly.”

“Mostly from
his mother,” said Grandmama, her tone sweet as she bounced me,
“didn’t you, pet?” I giggled and demanded more bouncing. The
servant muffled a laugh and went back to her book.

I liked
Grandmama Daeva better than Mother because she told good stories
and never screamed, but even at that age I knew better than to let
on. My world had just coalesced around me when Father came out of
the army. I was barely two and very suspicious of the stranger they
said was my father. He and Mother didn’t seem to know each
other.

****

As Father told the
story many years later, he arrived at Grandmama Daeva’s, the only
place he thought of as home, to find he was moving. Mother had
arranged to take over the lease on a farm, even further from the
capital than Beech Wood. Father was completely horrified. Mother
bounced me on her knee as we all sat in the farmhouse kitchen,
scattered with half-unpacked possessions. Father was blonde like
me, though his eyes were blue and mine were green, but Mother had
dark hair and eyes. Father shut his eyes, opened them again, and
shook his head.

“Tess,” he said
finally, “you took a fourteen-year lease on this place without even
telling me you were thinking about it?”

“But Evan,”
Mother said, trying to make him understand, “it was too good to
pass up. We’ll live in touch with the land like your peasant
ancestors. My trust fund will pay the rent, so whatever we make we
can spend.” Father groaned. Mother smiled. She knew he was going to
be thrilled once he realised what a good deal it was. “It’s only
fourteen years,” she went on, “but terribly cheap. Good fertile
land with permanent water. I was lucky enough to take over a lease
through cousin Perry.” He was a distant cousin, duke of our Duchy
of Beechwood. “Polo can grow up in the country.” Mother hugged me
closer and looked happy, which made Father groan again. He was just
out of the snap and panic of the Northern Front, only
twenty-three.

“Galaia
preserve us,” he said, sounding exasperated by now, “fourteen
years? Men get less for murder.” He looked thoughtful. “Especially
if there are extenuating circumstances or provocation. Like wives
going insane, that kind of thing.” Mother frowned. I wriggled to
get away from her and over to Toby, the cat that came with the
farm. She let me go. I loved to bury my head and hands in Toby’s
belly fur and push him across the tiled floor. Like many cats, Toby
was a remarkable nursemaid, and tolerated it.

“Evan?” said
Mother, an eye on me in case the cat swatted me.

“It’s a bloody
hour by horse to the nearest civilisation,” Father said, trying to
make her understand. “And that’s only to your mother’s in Beech
Wood, a small market town, not a decent city. It’s another four
hours to a main highway.”

“Don’t you want
to be a farmer?” said Mother, sounding shocked.

“Tess,” said
Father, ready to snap, “of course I bloody don’t! Don’t you
remember why I joined the damn army? I could have stayed up in
Blackrock herding sheep, not bothered with the damned Military
Guild and five years of my life!”

“But Evan,”
said Mother, unfazed, “it won’t be horrible. I’ll make cheese.” He
breathed out. “We won’t have as many sheep, for one,” she added in
a cheerful tone. Father shut his eyes and began banging his head on
the table.

On a book,
Mother always pointed out, he wasn’t really trying to injure
himself. I personally thought the book was just luck. Fascinated, I
sat up and watched, my game with Toby interrupted. The cat took
advantage, hooked a claw into my romper suit and pulled me over,
then put one foot on my head and began to clean my forehead
thoroughly with its rough tongue. I began to cry. “Shush, Polo,”
she said, “Toby’s only licking you.” I cried louder. Mother rolled
her eyes but came to my rescue and wiped my forehead with her
hankie. Toby purred at her.

“And while our
son’s being eaten alive,” said Father, “by some filthy feral
cat-”

“Toby’s not
feral,” said Mother, trying to stay calm, “he’s a housecat. And a
good mouser, I’m keeping him.” Father gave her a look.

“As I was
saying, I think I’ll go to the local inn. I saw it on the way
through the village. All two bloody buildings. I’ll have a drink
and wonder when my wife went completely bloody mad.”

Mother and I
played with Toby until she judged Father had enough time to get
most of a drink down him, then she drove the cart back through the
village and shouted through the window for Father.

“Evan! We’re
going back to Beech Wood, are you coming?” It was a ruse. She was
only going back to check she hadn’t left anything at Grandmama
Daeva’s place, and to return the cart.

When I say the
farmhouse was a cottage, I don’t actually mean a pleasant
twelve-bedroom mansion with views over the thousand-acre estate, I
mean a three-room cottage, with a kitchen and two bedrooms, twenty
acres behind and an acre round the house. Blue Hill Farm was on the
edge of Lower Beech, and was named for an outcropping of blue
granite at one side of the back paddock.

The former
lessee left a note asking that Toby the cat be looked after and
brought inside at night, at least to the barn if we were the kind
of folk who didn’t like cats indoors. Mother hid that note from
Father, as she was happy to give Toby the best of everything. Toby
was gentle with people, but killed mice and rats with an insouciant
efficiency, laying out their bodies for Mother to admire next to
where she milked the cow. Father refused to lift a finger when it
came to farm work. He said he had enough of sheep, crops, and
everything to do with them before he joined the army, which he only
left as the result of losing an argument with Mother. As Grandmama
Daeva put it to one of her friends some years later, not realising
I was in earshot,

“Teseraia
brought that poor man back by his balls. Told him she was tired of
being alone with her mother and a baby, and that several would-be
beaus would see to her if he wouldn’t. Silly bugger came back, then
gave in to her on that stupid farm, now she thinks she owns
him.”

When Father
discovered he had left one of his great loves, the army, to be a
farmer, and Mother realised he didn’t want to be one, the war
between my parents began. She was sure he’d come round. Oneness
with the soil was his birthright.

“Peasant,” she
would say, “is not a derogatory word, it means ‘of the soil’. We
are the Blood, but the peasants are the lifeblood.” It was a quote
from the Book of Thet, the “we are the Blood” bit. They both
quoted it to me, despite neither of them being religious.

Father didn’t
come round to the idea of shepherding, even for a small flock of
exotics, and he and the cow hated each other on sight. So Mother
worked the land and Father had a job as a clerk in a local law firm
in Beech Wood. It gave him an hour commute by horse every morning
and evening. Mother wanted him to buy a season ticket on the coach
so she could get rid of the horse. Peasants didn’t keep horses, she
reasoned, ignoring our peasant farmer neighbours who did indeed
keep them.

****

I thought life was
normal. My parents snarled at each other and Father drank too much.
Like everyone else in the old Dragon kingdoms both my parents
smoked mindweed, but Mother grew and cured her own, often soaked in
her own apple brandy. She tutted over the villagers, happy to be in
debt to the village shop rather than have a little garden.

Father started
drinking in earnest when I was about five. Mother began locking her
fruit and vegetable wines away, which probably saved his life, her
concoctions much too strong to be drunk on any regular basis.
Father began going more often to the inn, or to the small army
garrison only a few minutes walk from our front gate. They weren’t
expecting invasion, but went out hunting outlaws in the mountains.
The garrison-next-door gave Father an extra bolthole. Mother hadn’t
counted on that.

It was obvious
even to me, that by local standards our household was a strange
one. In a city it wouldn’t be so radical, but in Lower Beech a
peasant married to a Blood woman was considered extremely
eccentric. The local children were all commoners, and asked me
questions.

“Isn’t your da
afraid your ma will change shape?” I didn’t know. “Can you change
shape? Were you born in an egg? How far away is your Dragon blood?”
I didn’t know anything. “Your ma’s got those cat’s-eyes, even
weirder than yours, is she Dragon?” With Mother, I was fairly sure
anything was possible, but told them no, she was Blood. “My ma says
your ma’s cousin to the king, will you be king?” Nobody had
mentioned it, and I assumed it wasn’t the kind of thing one
surprised a child with, so told them no. Then I went to the adults
in my life and asked them. My parents refused to answer most of it,
saying it was silly. They were both convinced we should ignore all
differences between classes, especially as I was part of both. I
knew I was a half-breed, but half-breed wasn’t a kind word the way
the children said it.

I learned to
read before starting school, something Mother thought would give me
a head start but instead made me more of a freak. Grandmama Daeva
was having me to stay by then for weeks at a time, so I often
missed school but learned a lot. Grandmama would answer my
questions, and taught me to use the town library to find out
answers. I wasn’t born in an egg, though a long way back Dragon had
tried eggs as a way of having children. My eyes were Dragon eyes.
They saw better in the dark and they also shone in it. There were
different markings, all with some crystalline or metallic colour in
them. My eyes had a green iris circled by a shining copper orbital.
Grandmama Daeva had eyes the colour of emeralds, a flash of topaz
fire in their depths.

My eyes meant I
was a throwback to our Dragon blood. Everyone was very vague about
that, only saying that ‘somewhere back’ there was a pure Dragon
ancestor. It wasn’t class that made the Blood, it was their genetic
inheritance.

“Only the
cat’s-eyed can be king,” said Grandmama, “or even a duke or a lord.
Only Dragon can rule.” I didn’t understand what that meant at the
time. After all, Dragon hadn’t been seen in the old kingdoms for
hundreds of years. I thought she meant down south in Redoubt where
Dragon were, they could only rule there. I went on with my
questions.

“Am I in line
to the throne?”

“Only if about
three hundred people die,” Grandmama assured me.

“Can I change
shape?” In the library the books were divided, as were the adults.
Grandmama said yes, when I was bigger, if I worked hard. Father
wouldn’t discuss it. Mother laughed and said that was a fairy
story. The books said changing form was unlikely but may have
happened in the past. That was a shame, because I would have quite
liked to have turned into a dragon and chased off the village
children who tormented me. Instead I learned to fight.

Luckily Father
was already teaching me games involving sparring, swords, and
jousting, because right from the start there were problems at the
village school. In the beginning the nastiness wasn’t physical,
then it began to change, and before long I had my first black eye.
The next time, on Father’s advice, I hit the boy instead of
waiting. I broke his nose, was left alone for a while, and then
they came after me in a group.

Mother, with
many dirty looks at Father, suggested I tried running away. I
discovered that I wasn’t fast even when running for my life, a
major disappointment. Up until then I was a firm believer in the
notion, instilled in me by Grandmama Daeva, not by my parents, that
anyone could do whatever he or she wished hard enough for. My dream
of turning into a winged Dragon wasn’t looking likely if I couldn’t
even will myself into outdistancing a bunch of commoners.

The next time I
was accosted, deciding that perhaps some melding of parental advice
would work, I hit the ringleader very hard just before I ran. I
aimed to cause enough noise, blood, pain, or tears in his eyes to
distract the mob, while I legged it for the safety of my mount,
home, school, or the library. It worked that time. With varying
degrees of success, it became my usual way of dealing with trouble.
Hit first.

The local boys
might have overlooked me being half-Blood but I also read for
pleasure. I was a swot. One who could fight, but was unfortunately
my skills there meant I was attracting the attention of much older
boys who could put me down with size alone. Thus passed the years
from about six to eleven. Puberty saved me. I shot up in height and
put on muscle.

****

By thirteen, I was
nearly six feet tall and could pass for much older. Suddenly, even
in a mob, attacking Polo Shawcross really wasn’t worth it. I hurt
too many of them badly, even if they got me on the ground. The
peasant boys no longer did more than jeer and I was kept busy
sparring the officers at the garrison. Everyone said I was very
good, and there was pressure to choose a career in the army. Even
at that young age, caught up in the silly romantic notions boys
have about being soldiers, I didn’t fancy the idea.

Despite my
reluctance, there wasn’t much else to do in Lower Beech except
train to fight. Father was talking about sending me to a military
school for intensive training, but fortunately he and Mother were
going through a very bad patch and I was forgotten. We still had a
horse in those days, so if I finished my chores was allowed to take
the animal out.

One lazy
afternoon, a few months after my thirteenth birthday, I was riding
in the woods and came across two girls having some fun of the naked
kind. They were older women, all of seventeen and eighteen. The
horse took advantage of me being distracted and shied hard
sideways. I actually fell off, then reappeared from the
undergrowth, blushing and apologising for crashing in on them. They
laughed and laughed, clutching clothes to their tantalising flesh.
I stood there clutching the horse’s reins, smiling, trying not to
stare, not sure what to do or where to look, and praying to the
gods I didn’t believe in that the girls would let me stay. Emma,
the eldest, said,

“Oh, isn’t he
cute when he blushes?” Which of course made me blush more. They
giggled and offered me a glass of wine. They weren’t locals, so not
knowing their ages, I pretended to be sixteen and a man of the
world. I’d never even kissed a girl, well, only once and very
quickly. “What do you think, Polo,” Emma said, “of letting the lady
finish first?” I wasn’t sure at all but could tell from her tone
what the answer should be and said I was definitely in favour. She
gave me a saucy look. “Would you like to learn how?”

“Yes please,” I
said honestly, having heard there was a way to make a woman go off,
thinking it was some sort of secret place one touched once and
there she went.

I discovered
that was wrong but the reality was quite simply amazing. The
afternoon was a sensual adventure. I tried to follow what they said
and worked hard, though I also enjoyed it, more than I thought
possible.

Once we had our
fun that day, ladies first, they suggested we could have even more
fun if I brought another polite young man for them to play with the
next day. That was tricky, but I confided in one of the younger
soldiers at the garrison, swore him to secrecy about my age, then
dragged him off. Emma said he’d do and we all sat down on several
blankets. We smoked some mindweed liberated from Mother’s stash,
the anticipation building. Emma handed us both condoms, the soldier
smiled, and put a handful more on the blanket. The lasses showed
some of the style that had made me fall off my horse. Then they
stopped.

“We girls will
do each other,” said Emma, her eyes bright with lust, “first
though, you two boys have to do each other.” The soldier and I
looked at each other, raised our eyebrows, and then didn’t
hesitate. We did a show, were rewarded as promised, then we had as
much fun as four willing young people with few inhibitions and a
good supply of condoms can manage.

Yes, I kissed
him. At first we didn’t kiss, though there was some biting going
on, but the girls asked us to. Kissing him was different from
kissing Emma and Florence, the other lass. Men are harder, and
often less inhibited. The girls liked us boys kissing each other a
lot, and it got them very hot. Though happy to have sex with men, I
still preferred kissing girls. After all, when one in an orgy with
someone, flesh was flesh, you couldn’t keep ignoring each other, or
apologising if you touched. Well, you can, but Emma and Florence
both swore they’d put their clothes back on if any man did
that.

Some people are
terribly damaged by early sexual experiences, but I wasn’t one of
them. Not saying I was a well-balanced lad, but I was used to being
an adult. Someone in the family had to be, and sex was just part of
being grown up. That I was only thirteen didn’t bother me or my
lovers, though I confess to lying about my age if I could, but most
of the time I couldn’t. Emma and Florence were tourists staying
with their cousins, whereas everyone else for about ten miles
around knew me or my family, and my age. However, from then on
matters sexual certainly filled my spare time. It’s not only in the
cities that young people have sex, there’s not much else to do in
the country.

Like any
teenager, I ignored my parents as much as possible, though I did my
chores and helped out on the farm. Otherwise I was training at the
garrison, reading, and plotting sexual escapades. They required
plotting, as Lower Beech was a small place. A limited number of
single girls to tumble meant I had to broaden my scope. Fortunately
for my sexual appetites, there were a number of frustrated married
women more than happy to entertain me when husband and children
were out or asleep. Offering to do chores around the place got one
all kinds of tips, and I learned several things, especially that
the maxim ‘all women are different’ is certainly true. In addition,
it taught me to schedule time and be completely discreet. A student
of religion though not a believer, I wondered about the morality of
bedding my neighbours’ wives, but decided it was their sin not
mine. I wasn’t cheating on someone I professed to love.

There was a new
use for pocket money or the coin Grandmama usually gave with gifts,
as I was scrupulous about using condoms, not wanting to be tied to
a girl I didn’t love, trapped in a village I already longed to
escape.

****

Aside from sexual
explorations, my everyday life was very narrow in focus. It
narrowed further a year later, at fourteen, after our horse broke a
leg in a panic during an electrical storm and had to be put
down.

Mother held the
purse strings, and decided we were spoilt having our own horse.
From now on, we would do as the peasants did, walk, and hire or
borrow a mount as required. Father had lost his job at the lawyers
and was no longer commuting, so didn’t need a mount. His new post
as a forest ranger included a horse that wasn’t kept at our farm.
He could walk to the Royal Forest Depot, a new building since our
arrival in the village, where the horses were kept.

Mother hired a
horse from a farmer neighbour for all the work our horse used to
do, which wasn’t cost-effective. Instead of being happy to pay for
horse hire as she said, I was expected to walk everywhere, though
if going to see Grandmama Daeva in Beech Wood, I was allowed to
hire a livery.

Quite suddenly,
Grandmama moved away. With her gone and no horse, I was trapped in
Lower Beech, and hated Mother for it. Not that she noticed, too
busy fighting with Father, who was drinking harder than ever. To
get away from them, and by happy coincidence to a decent library, I
took over marketing the farm’s extra produce, being trusted to hire
a livery then ride alone to the Beech Wood markets on Sundays. I
could visit a big library, and dream of a world wider than our
little farm.

I did seem to
find lovers easily. I was apparently handsome, so an admirer told
me, but not pretty. Enough masculinity coming out of my pores to
make women feel susceptible and men get a case of hero worship, or
want to hit me, sometimes both. I laughed at those words then
realised, from everyone’s reactions, it was exactly how I was
perceived. Adults of both sexes would instantly disapprove of me,
often while they tried to get my breeches down.

By the time I
was fifteen I could pass for about twenty. People treated me as I
looked, and I was suddenly exploring a previously untapped source
of sex, married couples who wanted a threesome to bring some
excitement. I was only a few years younger than most of them. It
was educational, watching their tribulations after having married
young. Mostly, you saw it in their eyes, the regret that they
settled so soon. Too often they were still children, acting at
being grownups.

When I looked
in the mirror, I seemed ordinary, though with my blonde hair and
the bright green and copper eyes, not like a dark-haired, dark-eyed
peasant. My nose was still straight despite being broken a couple
of times. I could see the result wasn’t ugly, but it wasn’t
anything special. I had good lips, full and chiselled, something
women responded to and mentioned often, but the rest of it wasn’t
spectacular. I was mystified by what people saw in me. Good
shoulders, as Grandmama Daeva had told me, marked a man.

“Stand up
straight, Polo, people think more of you. And always be polite.” I
had no real idea, but I was charming, stood up straight, and always
let the women finish first, because that was polite. The few local
Blood women liked me as a bit of rough, me being half-peasant and
thus a little dangerous. Women do like a bad boy. Then there were
the peasant girls, to whom I was an exotic creature they felt they
should try at least once. I had more offers than even a teenage boy
could handle. It was how it was, and I dealt with it. Mostly, I
enjoyed myself.

****

Wandering around a
corner in the Beech Wood library, in the warren of the Ancient
History section, I bumped into someone coming the other way.
Neither of us was paying attention, and we both apologised. I
looked into his eyes. He looked into mine. I was thinking, Blood,
here? I never saw any Blood my own age. Even I knew the markings in
his eyes, shining stars on a dark blue iris, were known as the
Westwych blue.

“Hello,” he
said, looking friendly.

“Hello,” I said
and smiled. We were standing very close, whispering.

“Fancy meeting
another of the Blood in here,” he said.

“I was just
thinking that,” I said. “You’re a Westwych? I’m Polo Shawcross. My
mother’s a Casterton.” It meant we were cousins, of some kind. He
grinned.

“Aye, I’m
A-Al,” he said, “Al Westwych. Hello cousin.” We shook hands. I had
a little of Mother’s mindweed, and offered him a smoke.

“There’s a roof
garden upstairs,” I said, “warmer than going outside.” The rooftop
terrace was sheltered. Al had some excellent mindweed of his own,
and we made each other laugh. All too soon a big man with black
hair came to collect my new friend. The man didn’t really speak,
just appeared on the roof, nodded to Al, and he sighed.

“I have to go,
my uncle’s here.” He smiled at me. “I really enjoyed meeting you,
Polo.”

“You too, Al.”
We shook hands again.

“I’ll come back
next week,” Al said, “We can go for coffee or something.” He
glanced at the uncle, who didn’t nod but didn’t shake his head, and
I said that would be good. Al bounced off next to the uncle, who
was rolling his eyes as Al told some story. As I went to collect my
horse for the ride home there was a bounce in my step too.

I haunted the
library every weekend for a month, even if Father was away or when
I didn’t have anything to sell at market. It took a while, but
eventually I gave up on Al.

****

At the
garrison-next-door, I was like a mascot. They would forget my age,
and even the ordinary soldiers would treat me like one of the lads.
I was allowed to exercise the horses too. Aside from Mother and I,
the officers there were the only other Blood in the village
locality.

I had just
finished my exams for the third out of four terms a year. Only one
term then one year left of school. It was also only a few days
before my birthday. Three reasons to celebrate right there, and in
Lower Beech that was something. I went drinking in the village inn
with officers from the garrison. I already felt very grown up, as
if the event itself was simply an outward sign of my
already-evident inward maturity. Of course, once sixteen, at last I
was a legal tumble.

I hadn’t had a
smoke that day, and the officers were tossing back whiskeys, so I
had one, and another. Very pleasant. Then I lost count. Being Blood
meant I was bigger and stronger than a peasant, and could see
better than most, but my eyes were badly affected by drink. Blood
were also as stupid as anyone else when drunk. Or when sober for
that matter. The genetic engineers hadn’t managed to make higher
intellect or rather, the ability to reason, a feature of Dragon
that stayed constant in the species.

When one was
high on mindweed, as I was in my few drinking experiments, it made
the sensation of getting drunk past slightly tipsy, an unpleasant
one, so I usually stuck to lemonade or shandies. The latter was a
mild mix of lemonade with ale. I hadn’t experienced alcohol’s
extreme effects, though I saw them on others, Blood and commoner,
often enough. The officers competed to tell me funnier tales of
their wartime exploits, and I stayed out late, until midnight. I
even had a polite drink with Father, which was a first.

Such a good
boy, I went home and then sneaked back out to the inn. I wasn’t
drinking by then. The inn was closed and even Father had gone
home.

I had no idea
what came over me. Thanks to her being married to the innkeep I
hadn’t looked seriously at the barmaid before, but as alcohol does,
it robbed me of my good sense. I couldn’t help it and wanted her,
badly. By the time I got back to the inn the booze had kicked in
badly and I couldn’t see worth a damn.

Afterwards
there were fractured images in my brain, of me falling into the
barmaid’s cleavage, of frantic sex with the extra frisson of risk.
That stopped being fun the very moment we heard the innkeep calling
her name as he came down the stairs. I left her pretending to be
having a late night smoke on the back stoop, while I tried to be
quiet, fleeing, squinting, into the night. I was thankful for the
glow of the luminous highway surface and the solar lamps at the
barracks .The soft light gave me something to aim for. The sky
seemed to be pitch-dark.

I only slowed
my hasty but tiptoed gait at our driveway entrance, lit with a
solar lamp so Father could find his way home. Sure I was about to
be attacked from behind, I tried to trot lightly up the track to
the house so as not to wake my parents. I kept stopping to listen.
I might be stronger than a peasant but an angry husband with a
pickaxe handle was going to crack my skull.

Heart thumping
and still booze-blind, I sneaked into the farmhouse kitchen. I was
feeling my way around the furniture wondering how Father coped,
seeing like this all the time, when Mother’s voice rang out in the
silence, causing me to nearly jump out of my skin, and I did cry
out. She was sober and could see me well.

“What in the
name of Galaia are you doing, Polo?” she said. “If you piss in the
pantry like your father did that time, I’ll kill you with my bare
hands.” I hiccupped, buying myself time. My hands were shaking and
I was semi-incoherent.

“Drunk,” I
said, “a bit. Sorry.” I hiccupped again. “Promise, won’t be like
him.” I waved my hands around and nearly fell over. “Just a phase.
Besides,” I slurred, “this is stupid. I can’t see. Why would anyone
drink?” I resorted to flattery. “You’re a good mother, have I told
you lately?” I groped for the sink and a glass of water, managed to
get one down me.

“Go to bed, you
useless lump,” said Mother, which was much nicer than I was
expecting her to be, so I did.

 


 


****

 



Chapter 2 - Last
Day At Blue Hill Farm

The next thing I knew,
my brain was beating itself to death on the inside of my skull,
though when I first drifted into consciousness I wouldn’t have been
surprised to find, due to some nasty and unremembered accident, my
brain wasn’t actually in my skull any more. Was I hit last night? I
sat up and nearly threw up. What had happened?

At first I
didn’t remember much past that drink with Father. Then I remembered
Mother being nice to me when I crawled in drunk. I was in too much
pain to wonder why. I remembered the barmaid, and groaned. One inn
in the village and I was potentially barred from it, two years
before I was even legal to drink. I pulled on work clothes and
socks, and nearly fell into the still-dark kitchen. For some reason
I was awake at dawn, the usual time, before Mother. Most of the
booze had worn off and I could see again.

In the pantry
was some ground willow bark. I stirred a half a spoonful into water
and managed to swallow, nearly falling over with the effort. Mother
insisted on harvesting her own, or rather I was sent to the willow
tree to harvest switches, which were then peeled, dried, and
ground, instead of buying it ready-powdered from the apothecary.
Mother considered the apothecary’s powders, pills, and tinctures a
kind of occasionally-necessary and overly-expensive evil.

I wouldn’t have
minded, but she didn’t bother to grind and sift the homemade
version properly. I tried to sieve it with my teeth, coughed a bit,
and my head tried to explode. I drank more water to wash away the
dried bark coating my throat, put the kettle on, and read Mother’s
label. It said, Steep in hot water then strain. I sighed. It was
that kind of day already. The willow bark would work eventually.
While I waited I made coffee and nicked some of Mother’s mindweed
stash, which I smoked quickly while drinking more water, standing
outside the back door in my socks, hoping not to be caught but past
caring.

She knew I
stole mindweed, but I was good about not taking more than a few
smokes. Besides, ‘for medicinal purposes’ was almost excusable. As
she always told me, she didn’t just smoke it for pleasure, but for
pain relief too. Father didn’t smoke mindweed much. Mother said it
was because he was always too drunk to feel any pain. Father said
Mother was in denial, and being high all the time was why she
smoked. Some years before, worried for them both, I made the
mistake of explaining carefully about Father’s addiction to alcohol
and Mother’s role in helping him continue. Aside from my research
at the libraries, the drink killed Grandpa Casterton, and there
were books around Grandmama’s on the subject. As parents do, they
used the information in their own ways, usually to score
points.

“Face it,
Tess,” said Father, “you like being out of it.” He mimed
half-closed eyes and a smile. Mother snorted her disgust.

“Married to
you, it’s a wonder that’s all I ever take! You’ve caused me enough
pain to make me an addict to bloody dreamdust!” That was a
dangerous narcotic. As they fought on, I wondered whether dreamdust
would kill them without any pain. If I didn’t have sex for a month,
could I afford enough for them both with only one month’s
allowance? Moderately often, I fantasised about killing them or
myself.

The war between
my parents would rage on, but my headache was easing. The smoke
hung over the cobbles and the morning light was soft and grey. The
little farmyard was quiet and everyone else was still asleep. With
a second pipe, I sucked down another coffee, feeling at least
half-human. So much so that I laughed at my joke. I was indeed
half-human.

The rooster
began to crow as the first light of the rising sun hit the barn,
waking the rest of the farm. I wasn’t going to, but began my katas,
or martial exercises, using a heavy practice-sabre, one of several
Father kept in the barn. My blood was soon pumping though I wasn’t
awake properly, but then I never was before noon.

By the time the
pigs and chickens were fed and turned out of their sleeping
quarters, the cow was waiting for her breakfast. Though I could
supply that, Mother did the milking. Thankfully swordplay and farm
work meant my hands had too many calluses for me to be a good
milkmaid. That suited me because I didn’t like crouching down to
milk. Mother was five-eleven, nearly my height, and didn’t either,
but wore gloves for chores, so her hands were soft.

My hangover was
feeling worse again so I went to steal another pipe, wondering how
Father managed to drink every day. Mother was awake, about to do
the milking, so I mumbled,

“Hangover,
stealing your mindweed.” I was thinking if she knew I was suffering
she’d be pleased, but she just nodded. I pretended that always
happened, and grunted. Taking a smoke, I headed for the far paddock
to check on the sheep. Like all their kind, as my Uncle Doug once
gloomily told me, and crossbreed sheep more so, they were
angst-ridden. Like half-breed teenagers, Mother said, which I
thought was unkind.

The sheep were
definitely depressed. They seemed to enjoy life, and loved their
feed, a good scratch, and being let out to grass, but it was just a
front for their real purpose, death by any means. All our sheep
tried to commit suicide at an alarming rate, and the crossbreeds
added to the collective angst of the flock.

Mother had
bought a pretty black-faced ewe, one of the Northern Fines, tupped
by a champion Torc Wavy ram. The ewe had crossbred triplets, a ram
and two ewes, before killing herself, possibly over the shame of
half-breed lambs, by escaping the barn and lying down in a spring
snowstorm. We hand-raised the lambs, which added scope to Mother’s
breeding program and her wool production, but being treasured
additions to a cosseted small herd did nothing for their sense of
self-worth.

It was barely
spring, the thaw turning the world to mush, and everything was wet.
Too cold to shear them yet, but the weather and their heavy wool
gave the sheep scope for their meeting with Haka. As I walked, I
wondered if Haka took sheep? Grandmama Daeva said once that the
goddess of death took the souls of ponies. I had been worried about
my old pony not meeting Haka’s exacting standards. He hadn’t always
been a good pony, but I hoped he was accepted anyway.

The sheep ran
up to me. I told them I had no food. Since they always believed the
worst of people they followed me suspiciously for a while, in case
I lied, then gave up. The crossbred ram was missing, and I
said,

“Zol’s balls!”
which was my favourite curse of the moment. Some people thought
gods didn’t like you using their names unless you were praying, but
the local priest agreed there was nothing in the Book of
Thet that said we couldn’t. At fifteen I was an atheist, but I
liked wondering about religion, and especially arguing about
it.

We were
surprised when the priest told Mother that my avowed atheism was no
barrier to a career in the priesthood. Priests, Mother had said,
rolling her eyes after he left, such pragmatists. The local priest
was trying to get me to join the Temple Guild, probably because I
was the only person in the village aside from him who’d read the
Book of Thet. I only read it out of boredom, not
devotion.

As I slid down
the damp slope towards the stream, I decided if one believed in
souls then the soul of a sheep must also go to Haka. She was the
Collector of Souls so all belonged to her. Of course that begged
the question, did sheep have them?

They certainly
had no brains at all. The crossbred ram was known as Bertram, which
made Mother giggle. In the same spirit she named his sisters Eunice
and Euphemia. I could hear Bertram bleating, then saw him lying
half on his back in a damp hollow, wet wool weighing him down. The
beast had rolled over a small ledge onto the riverbank and was
stuck, legs at an angle against the bank and unable to roll against
the great bulk of his winter fleece.

The ewes had
all moved away, leaving him to die. No real solidarity among sheep,
another of Uncle Doug’s sayings. When Bertram heard me coming he
began bleating louder, and I could see he was wriggling, happy to
see me. Quite affectionately, I said he was a moron who didn’t have
the sense any ordinary animal was born with, then knotted my
fingers in the thick wool and heaved him away from the ledge.

Bertram
suddenly saw the possibility of death by drowning, weighed down by
me, and pushed off hard. He shot free and I stumbled backwards,
hands caught in his wool just long enough to yank him back
off-balance. With perfect timing the bank gave way and we fell
together into the little stream. It was freezing, about to my knees
with snowmelt, but lying down it was plenty deep enough to cover
most of Bertram and all of me. Winded from the impact, I lay on the
bottom of the stream, twitching a bit. It was very uncomfortable.
Not to mention I had a flailing sheep on top of me. I wasn’t sure
if it was the cold or the wet, but Bertram had decided to choose
life and was struggling valiantly to get to the bank. I couldn’t
quite breathe, but as I was underwater that wasn’t a bad thing.

As far as
starts to the day went, this one kept getting better. It seemed to
take minutes, but was probably only a few seconds. The ram hadn’t
managed to kick me in the head. As I recovered movement I tried to
curl up, arms and hands up to protect my face and head, rolling
onto my side. As I got my head above water, Bertram moved for the
bank, bleating loudly, probably telling the ewes that damn Polo
foiled his suicide plans again.

I floundered
towards the bank then had to cover my head with my arms as Bertram
lost his balance and fell on me one last time, mashing me flat,
before falling off me and onto his feet. He scrambled up the rise,
safely this time, and paused at the top. I was otherwise occupied,
half in the icy water and coughing up the stream and part of the
bank, then throwing up the coffee and willow. I was hoping to lose
all feeling below the waist soon. On its way to gaining purchase on
my thigh, one of Bertram’s hooves had caught me in the left
testicle. I was in agony.

The thigh was
going to bruise, though fortunately the groin hit wasn’t hard, but
any man will know a light flick is sometimes enough to bring us to
our knees and empty our stomachs. Bertram looked down from the
bank, as if interested to see if I could resist putting my head
under the waters and finding peace in death.

After some
time, hours, days, who knows, even Bertram had wandered off, I got
out of the stream. I limped back to the farmhouse, shivering and
squelching angrily. Father was in the bathhouse singing peasant
rebel songs. I peeled off wet clothes and boots, dumped the clothes
in the laundry, then hopped over the freezing cobbles to the
bathhouse, where Father was still hogging the shower and the hot
water, singing about the cavalry. I took a towel and, muddy or not,
picked up my boots and went to wait in the kitchen, where at least
it was warm. I stood on the threshold, shivering and dripping,
hoping Mother wouldn’t throw me out.

“B-boots,” I
said, my teeth chattering, “got wet.” She rolled her eyes
skywards.

“Galaia
preserve me, well get in here. Don’t put them in front of the fire,
stuff them with straw and put them over there. Let them dry, then
you can brush off the mud.” I looked at her. She sighed. “I’ll
fetch some straw in a minute,” she said, “no sense in you catching
your death. What in the name of Thet happened to you?”

“Bertram,” I
said, and explained. She found me a towel and an old blanket, tried
not to laugh, gave up eventually, especially when I reached the bit
in the story where the mongrel animal got me in the groin, but she
let me wait next to the stove with a fresh coffee. Father came in,
laughed at me too, and I went to shower, praying the solar cells
were pumping out enough power to keep the water warm. Mother didn’t
want us being soft, so had shied away from installing the proper
number of panels in the array.

One day I’d
escape from my crazy parents, the demented animals, and the
never-ending mud, to somewhere with a decent hot water system. I
promised myself enough solar cells to heat a big tank of water,
even if I had to sell Mother or Father to get them. I idly wondered
about selling at least one of my parents in Kavarlen, as some
members of the Blood wishing to inherit had allegedly done. They
allowed slavery in Kavarlen.

However, as I
had nothing to inherit, much easier just to leave. Mother might be
related to rich people, but as she always said, she wasn’t one of
them. She and Father were expecting me to do something at a guild
when I finished high school at the end of the next year. Father
particularly wanted me to go to his alma mater, the Military Guild.
I fantasised about faking my own death and disappearing, perhaps to
join a circus.

During the most
recent term at school the teacher talked about skill-sets and
career paths, mostly what skills went well with which guilds, but I
wasn’t paying attention. Anything would do as a career, providing
it was away from my parents, paid my board, and gave me good books
to read. Maybe I could be a librarian. Though good at fighting and
riding, I was no natural talent, and had worked hard to get to my
level. I still didn’t want to be a soldier. Getting hit hurt too
damn much in a spar, and without armour it hurt even more. Being
actually attacked with an axe didn’t bear thinking about.

What else was I
good at? Animals liked me, the experience with Bertram
notwithstanding, and I was handy round a farm. I didn’t want to
work on one. Like my father, the country life wasn’t for me. Though
I wouldn’t mind a rural life mixed with an urban one. Perhaps I
should join a circus after all. I was strong and could swim. I
could be a fisherman, and move north to the Great Star Lake or to
one of the coasts.

I liked sex,
and there was only one career where that was pertinent. I couldn’t
think of a damn thing else. My view of the world was a trifle
narrow. I knew it and found it frustrating. My knowledge was
limited by the collections of books in the local libraries or what
the people around me knew.

Father was on
his final coffee. He had a rhythm in the mornings. Two coffees
before he could leave, though he wouldn’t eat anything until he got
to work, when they all stood around eating hot bacon rolls fresh
from the bakery, griping about the poachers and stray stock in the
king’s forest, which was most of the land to the north and west of
us. Until then, Father sat there with yesterday’s newspaper,
reading out bits.

“Young Harris
ended up in the hospital at Beech Wood,” he said, “idiot knelt on
his own pocketknife while working on his vegetable garden. Needed
stitches.” I winced. I knew Harris, he was a complete twat, but a
knife in the knee must be nasty. “Galaia preserve us, Miz Pinkerson
at Upper Beech managed to get herself in the eye with a pair of
scissors while doing close work. Doctors say she may not lose the
eye, amazing.” I tried not to listen, and munched on my toast. The
local paper knew what people liked. Gossip and gore. I didn’t mind
the gossip, but gore at breakfast was more than my addled brain
could cope with. “Done your katas, lad?” said Father, and I nodded,
taking another mouthful of toast. He drained his coffee. “Want to
come for a spar, Polo?”

“Mmm,” I said,
pointing to my mouth while I figured out how to get out of it.
Mornings were never been my best time, and I’d come to hate
sparring with Father, mainly because I could beat him easily and
was having trouble hiding it.

“I need him,”
said Mother, before I could reply, “he’s supposed to clean the
solar cells on the barn roof.” I was? I groaned. “And the barn.”
The barn? Oh gods, it was the first day of the school holidays,
didn’t I get any time off? This was her revenge for last night.

“Boy needs to
train, Tess,” said Father, looking sorrowful, “he’ll lose his
edge.” I decided sparring beat cleaning the barn. I looked
hopefully at Mother, willing her to forget it for now. Father was
up, edging towards the door.

“One day won’t
hurt,” said Mother, giving me a stern look, “he trains every
morning. This morning, he’s in no state to fight. Besides, let’s
call it like it is, Evan.” She turned to Father and put her hands
on her hips. “You mean you’ll lose money on him.” Father and I
looked at each other. I gave a slight shrug.

I hadn’t told
her. It was probably one of the villagers. Many men adored or were
scared of Mother, and Father earning a coin on my fights was a
decent titbit to get on her good side. As Grandmama Daeva said,
Mother was too beautiful for her own good.

“What am I
supposed to do, Tess?” said Father. “They’re all betting on him or
each other. Be a fool not to put a silver down.” Mother’s eyeballs
were starting to roll upwards in their sockets again.

“He can’t get
good odds with me any more,” I said helpfully, “not unless they’re
new in town. We haven’t had a good win in ages.” Father nodded.

“I suppose you
drank it all,” said Mother, looking down her nose at both of us. I
wasn’t taking the blame. I didn’t know what Father had done with
his winnings but pissing it away seemed plausible. I was only
fighting, nothing to do with the gambling.

“I didn’t get
any of it,” I said smugly. Father gave me a dirty look.

“You had a
hangover this morning,” Mother said, sounding nasty.

“End of
school,” I said, “and I used my pocket money, which I get because I
work hard around the place. Unlike some people.” It didn’t hurt to
remind her that Father wouldn’t do any work on her farm. “And
unlike some people,” I said, “I’m not drinking every night.” Father
was edging closer to the door.

“Evan!” said
Mother, noticing him as she followed the track of what I was
looking at, but it was too late, he was gone. I sighed. With his
blonde hair and light eyes, Father might look like he had Dragon
blood from a distance, but his genealogy was pure peasant. Unlike
Mother or me, he was human.

Not that Father
or I thought it meant much, peasant or Blood, other than the latter
than being stronger and having funny-coloured eyes. Although a
peasant, Father joined the Military Guild and graduated in the top
ten, against the cream of his generation, every one of them
stronger Blood. He served, was promoted as far as captain, and
given an honourable discharge after two years in the north.

Mother didn’t
think peasant or Blood meant much either. After all, she said,
human was what Dragon once were and intellectually we were all
equal. Dragon might be genetically enhanced but we were all people.
Of course, being married to the other side, each of them was
considered a trifle radical by their peers, especially by the
villagers. As one of the villagers explained it to me, they didn’t
understand why Mother was slumming it, married to a peasant and
pretending to be a farmer, or why Father persisted in trying to
rise above his station in life. I didn’t care about class or race.
I just thought they were both mad.

Now, abandoned
by my own father, I was trapped in the kitchen with Mother. The
lecture began, on how I was a trial to her and an embarrassment to
her good name, as if Father wasn’t enough.

For a moment, I
thought blearily that my school report had arrived already, then
realised it was only the usual. I tried not to yawn, leaning
against the kitchen counter as she warmed to her theme.

The shame of me
was so great she could barely hold up her head in polite society.
Mother never left the farm and none of her friends cared what I
did, but I didn’t say anything. With escape impossible, I
surrendered and went for seconds on toast and coffee, and took a
seat at the table. I also made some more willow bark tea, this time
in the proper manner, and eventually helped myself to her mindweed
again, because she was making my head hurt.

She didn’t say
anything as I took the mindweed, which should have been a sign, but
I was too hungover to appreciate signs. I think a giant raven could
have landed in the yard with “I’m an omen!” painted on its
forehead, holding a sign in one huge claw, saying, “Look out,
Polo!” and I probably would have walked past it.

I let my mind
drift, keeping an ear on Mother’s outpouring in case I need to
grunt or show penitence. I was ready to say almost anything to shut
her up.

By the time she
let me go, she was feeling better. I was feeling quite joyous to be
away and even the freezing wind on the barn roof didn’t bother me
much. Mother didn’t like heights, so couldn’t get up there to talk
at me. I saw her heading round the house with hammer, and hoped it
wasn’t another job she needed me for. After I replaced a faulty
cell in the array and cleaned it up, I was down out of the wind and
into the barn. It was pretty bad, but the stalls were mucked out
over winter, so with the aid of a hose and the sensible drainage
out of the barn, I was able to wash most of it out, just using a
broom to sweep out the excess water before leaving the building
open at each end to air. I was heading into the shower for the
second time when the cleaning lady, Molly, arrived.

She winked, and
went into the kitchen. I could hear Mother giving her orders. In
the bathhouse the water was cold, aside from the faulty cell, the
array had been switched off while I was working on it but when
covered in mud and manure slurry, cold water ceased to matter so
much. Despite the chill, when I came out of the bathhouse and saw
Mother heading into the village, I felt a definite urge to steal a
few moments with Molly.

We had a rule,
not to mess around while she was working, but there was no truth to
cold water being helpful in stopping those urges, unless perhaps
one dunked oneself in a pool of it and stayed there until the other
person left the country. Even then it only stopped the act, not the
thoughts about it.

“Your ma’s gone
to the village,” said Molly, as I came in, towel round my hips,
heading for my bedroom and clothes, “she’s got a fitting at the
dressmakers’. Reckoned she’d be a while.” Molly gave me a saucy
grin. “Put some pants on, help me get the cleaning done, we’ll have
time for some fun.” For Molly’s kind of fun I’d do more than my
share of the chores. We hurried through making the beds and dusting
then I swept the floor before Molly mopped. She shooed me firmly
away until we finished.

****

Molly was sweet, with
dark curls and creamy-skinned curves, a bit older than me. She was
about to turn twenty-two, with two children and a husband, not that
any of that bothered us.

“That’s work
done,” she said, and grinned. “Now, laddie, shall we go make a mess
of your bed? Just a quick one, mind, and I’ll see you tonight.
Rob’s gone playing darts. It’s their tournament.”

“How about
here,” I said, and pointed to the kitchen table. “Want to be a good
girl and bend over?”

“I didn’t think
we’d get to see each other before tonight,” she said, flipping her
skirts up to show me a plump and completely bare arse. Molly hated
knickers. It was one of her many charms. I turned her round, kissed
her, and admired her cleavage in front, before turning her round
and admiring her cleavage from behind. All was going well, better
than well, and my headache was completely gone. I closed my eyes,
lost in the moment. I don’t know what I heard. Perhaps some
exhalation of breath that wasn’t part of the rhythm I was lost
in.

I opened my
eyes. Molly must have done the same, because we made squawking
noises and hastily separated, smoothing our clothes, pretending
we’d bumped into each other.

Our act
wouldn’t have fooled a two-year-old. Mother had been watching us
long enough to light up a smoke and lean back against the
doorframe. I hadn’t heard the match at all. Gods, I thought, how
long had she been there? How long had my eyes been shut? Minutes?
She had taken a few steps into the room to get to the sideboard
where the mindweed and her pipes lived, as she didn’t carry them
with her. How had I not noticed? My all-over blush intensified.
Mother breathed out smoke and stood up straight.

“Molly, you’re
fired,” she said. “Polo, go to your room, you’re grounded. I’m
going to talk to you in a moment. Right now I need to pay Molly
out.” Glad to get away I began to move, thinking I might follow my
father’s example and run, but Molly grabbed my arm. Bewildered, I
looked at her.

“No, Polo,” she
said, looking fierce and very dramatic. Finally I understood an
omen. This boded ill. Worse than anything that had so far happened,
which I would have thought was impossible for a young man with a
bad hangover, busted sneaking in from an illicit late night,
grounded on the first day of the school holidays, after having been
kicked in the groin and nearly drowned by a suicidal sheep, and
let’s not forget, was just caught doing the cleaning lady, the
‘married and nearly seven years older than me’ cleaning lady, by my
own mother who, to make things worse, was even now laughing at me.
So much she was crying.

Right on cue,
my headache came thumping back. After a little thought, I decided
now was not the time to steal some more mindweed, probably the only
sensible thing I’d done in a week.

“Um,” I said
aloud and mumbled, “I have to go to my room.” Mother sniggered. I
hated her with a passion. “Molly?” I feebly raised my arm and Molly
held on. I looked at Mother, who was giggling and wiping her eyes
with a handkerchief while she put the kettle on.

“You tell her,”
said Molly. I looked blank. I looked at Mother, who shrugged. I
looked back at Molly and shrugged at her. “Polo and I love each
other,” said Molly, turning on Mother, pulling me closer. I
stumbled in that direction, not prepared to lose that much skin
yet. It was still morning and I wasn’t even awake properly. “I’m
going to divorce Rob,” Molly said, waving her other hand, “we’re
going to marry, and you can’t stop us!” My jaw dropped. Mother
grinned and headed for the ashtray on the dresser.

“Actually,” she
said, obviously enjoying herself, “I can, Molly. He’s only fifteen,
had you forgotten?” Molly obviously had. I felt her fingers tighten
on my arm enough that I tried to pry them off me. I wanted some
distance before I spoke, from either of them. “You’ll end up in
gaol,” said Mother, “and I’ll be glad to testify against you.”
Molly was only five feet tall but I knew enough to know any woman
spurned was dangerous. Size really didn’t matter. I was going to do
as Mother said so Molly was going to be angry. “Polo,” Mother
repeated, “go to your room. Molly and I have business to discuss.”
Mother was likely to use one of Father’s military throws if I
didn’t shift myself. I wasn’t the only one he taught them to. And
she was Blood like me, so strong, plus I couldn’t hit her. She on
the other hand, had no such compunction over me. Now she paused,
gave us a bright smile. “Unless you’d both like me to call the
polis in? I prefer not myself, you know what the papers are like.”
I shook my head vigorously and redoubled my efforts. It would have
been easy with a man but I was hamstrung by manners and couldn’t
break a woman’s fingers.

“Will you wait
for me, Polo,” said Molly, “if they gaol me?” At first I was so
engrossed in trying to get away politely that I didn’t realise she
was talking to me.

“What? Me?” I
said and looked blank again. Mother rolled her eyes. Molly wouldn’t
let go. Mother wasn’t going to leave. I was trapped. I was being
forced to have to have The Conversation in front of Mother. It was
going to be ghastly. Was a meteorite about to hit the house and
save me answering? I looked hopefully upwards but it didn’t seem
likely.

“Praying won’t
save you,” said Mother, grinning. “Imagine if I hadn’t forgotten my
purse.” I hated her from the depths of my soul.

“I’m an
atheist,” I said automatically. I remembered the trump card.
“Mother’s right, Molly, I’m under age.” I took a breath. Having
started, it wasn’t so bad. Screw Mother, as Father would say. I
tried to be a man and look Molly in the eyes. “And I don’t love
you. Sorry.” I wondered why I was saying sorry. Molly had never
mentioned love before. She hadn’t mentioned something else before
either, leaving Rob. I had the feeling she meant to saddle me with
Rob’s two children, which was a little more than I was hoping for
out of the relationship, being as I was fifteen and only there for
the sex.

However, I
didn’t want the polis there. The local senior constable had
mentioned if there was any more trouble from me doing married
women, they’d let the husbands at me.

“Which means
you’d have to leave town,” he said.

“That’s not
fair, Senior Constable. You’re sworn to protect all the people.” He
laughed.

“Tough, young
Polo. We don’t get paid enough to get into love triangles.”

“But,” I said,
“I don’t love her.” It had been a different her then. I always had
at least one spare woman, in case one threw a shoe, as Father put
it. I was honest about it, thinking if the women knew there were
others then they wouldn’t fixate on me. It hadn’t worked well so
far. I was beginning to understand that life wasn’t that simple,
and women were endlessly complicated.

“They obviously
see you as a ticket to coin, lad,” the senior constable said, his
tone kind, as if to an imbecile. He was a peasant, I was Blood.
Didn’t I understand how people saw me, how the world worked? “Women
like that,” he said, “they like the idea of riches.”

“But we’re
quite poor,” I said, “and I have dirt under my fingernails. You
make more than the farm does in a year and you get free meals.” I
knew that because I considered a career in the polis, but was put
off by the idea that the local criminals would run a sweep on who
would break my nose, with a bonus to anyone managing it in the
first year, month, or even day. It wasn’t personal, they did it to
all the constables, but me being Blood would definitely make it
special.

I tried to
focus on the present. Molly was looking at me with angry brown
eyes. Not like Mother’s or mine, hers were brown and long-lashed,
normal human brown. Eyes that didn’t shine or see well in the dark,
but pretty eyes, combined with silky skin I had been lost in.

She finally let
go of me, throwing my arm away from her like a gnat swatting a
horse. I took a hasty step back, one eye on Mother in case she
tried to outflank me. There were only two exits, three if one
counted the kitchen window. I was edging towards the door that led
deeper into the house. In a pinch, the lock on my bedroom door
should hold them long enough for me to get the window open and
escape that way. Molly took a step towards me.

“So I’m just a
tumble to you, Polo?” she said. I paused in my edging away and
shrugged.

“No, of course
not. But you said, it was for fun.” I felt childish, saying ‘you
said’, and was finding it excruciating talking to her in front of
Mother, but the last thing I wanted was an angry husband on the
doorstep. Again. I looked at Mother, who waved me away. I bolted.
Coward? Of course.

Once in my room
I opted for bravery and hid there with an ear against the wooden
wall, thinking it was fortunate we weren’t rich like the peasants
thought we were. In Grandmama Daeva’s house I wouldn’t have been
able to hear the conversation.

“I’ll make it
eight golds,” Mother was saying, her tone icy. “And you and Rob
pack up the kids, leave Sendren.” There was a pause. I was
open-mouthed. It was a huge amount of money, two year’s wages for
Molly if she worked six days a week, something that in Sendren in
those days was the norm. “You don’t see the boy again,” said
Mother. The boy, I thought, disgusted, as if I were a parcel.

“Make it ten,”
said Molly, matching Mother’s tone, “after all, we’ll be leaving
family. You pay more for everything as newcomers. Then there’s Rob,
he’s going to take some talking into it, especially as I’ll have a
time finding a way to do it without letting on the real reason
we’re leaving, or where I got the coin.” Another pause.

I reflected how
little I knew any of the women in my life. I did know our household
budget to the copper, thanks to doing my part of the bookwork when
I brought coin back from the market. Us holding ten golds was
unheard of.

Molly, who said
she loved me, was currently negotiating her fee to leave me
forever. “Come to think of it,” said Molly, “make it fifteen.” At
least that was a decent amount of coin. More than three years’
wages for love, that seemed reasonable.

“Ten and I’ll
give you a glowing reference,” said Mother, “that’s all the savings
I’ve got, Molly, except the rent money. You know I don’t have much
coin.”

“Twelve,” said
Molly, “only because I know your ma won’t mind fronting you two
golds for the rest of the rent. Thanks, we’ll take the reference.
Can you do one for Rob?” Pause. They must have shaken hands,
because I heard Mother say,

“Deal,” and
then Molly gave the reply,

“Deal it is,”
which meant it was like a contract.

“Excellent,”
said Mother, sounding pleased, and then I couldn’t hear what they
were saying. I listened as the back screen door closed and Molly’s
footsteps as she went across the yard sounded light, almost
skipping. And that was that.

I got out my
diary, lay on my bed, and began to write about the fickleness of
lovers’ hearts bought with gold, and how I was a worn shoe, to be
discarded. I was trying to work it into a poem, but the shoe
metaphor wasn’t working, as you could usually mend a shoe. I
sighed. Mother walked in without knocking, as she always did.

“Mother!” I
said, affronted, as I always was, “can’t you knock? A man likes a
bit of privacy.” I held my diary so she couldn’t see. She pushed
her way onto the bed next to me and I realised she was staying, so
closed the book and slid it under the pillow. We sat with our backs
against the wall, and I waited.

“A man,” she
said, and poked me in the arm, “doesn’t do other men’s wives. Or
let his mother end his relationships for him.” I tried to protest
that I’d spoken up and said I didn’t love Molly, but Mother wasn’t
listening. “Honestly, Polo, can’t you find any single women? She’s
a damn good cleaning lady and if we weren’t leaving Lower Beech I’d
be very angry with you. Pissing on your own doorstep. On the bloody
kitchen table.” Mother began to slump down the wall.

“We never did
that before,” I lied, Mother slouching beside me. I was waiting to
see how angry she was, which would be shown by how much swearing
was incorporated in her speech. I reckoned I could beat her to the
door if I was sitting forward a little.

“I bet you damn
well wouldn’t have wiped it down afterwards,” she said. I sat up on
the bed. Then it sank in. I shook my head.

“What? Mother?
What was that?”

“It’s really
disgust-”

“Mother, what
did you say?” She stopped, making an angry gesture with one
hand.

“We eat off
that bloody table, you idiot child! Can’t you keep it in your-”

“No,” I said,
not to be deflected, “that wasn’t it. What was that about leaving?
Leaving Blue Hill Farm? We’re leaving?” What now, were we heading
into the wilderness to live in a tent? As she shook herself and sat
up, I braced myself for the next crazy idea.

“Oh, yes, I was
going to tell you,” she said, “well I meant to tell you earlier but
what with your exams, I didn’t think it was a good time.” I opened
my mouth, closed it. Opened it again.

“Where are we
going?” She suddenly smiled. Her gracious smile, the one that said
she knew I’d be pleased.

“You’re going
to Peterhaven!”

“What?” I said,
flabbergasted but not horrified, “Father’s finally agreed to live
there?” She smiled again and now it was very bright.

“Don’t be
silly, Polo, your father would never agree to live at Court. Even
if he did, I don’t want to. I want to stay in the country. Your
father,” she said, and chewed at her lip, “well, he wants to be in
a city, but not one where my relatives are the local bigwigs.” Why
had they suddenly given into Grandmama Daeva’s advice about my
future, which she had said for years would be better-served at
Uncle Theo’s? My life didn’t make sense any more. Mother had never
made sense so that was nothing new.

“I thought we
had no money,” I said, remembering something else, “but you just
spent twelve golds. Are we rich after all?” She shook her head.

“No,” she said,
“but I told your grandmother I was paying off the cleaning lady you
were tumbling and she sent twenty golds.” I blinked. Molly and I
had fallen into a trap. Then I winced at the idea of Grandmama
Daeva knowing I was having sex, and also at how beholden I was to
her.

“Twenty golds?”
I said aloud. Mother grinned.

“Aye,” she
said, “I haven’t been bargaining at markets all these years for
nothing, eh? Dealing with Molly came in under budget, I can buy
myself a present.” I laughed.

“So you made a
profit,” I said, “but you lost a cleaning lady.” She sighed and
patted my leg.

“And a son.
After your grandmother wrote and tipped me off to your affair with
Molly, your father and I decided-” I made an incoherent noise then
managed to speak.

“Grandmama
Daeva told you?” I was horrified.

“Someone wrote
to her, darling,” said Mother, as if I should have known this would
happen. “She can’t keep it a secret, not to her own daughter, not
if the whole village knows.” I thought she bloody could, and was
sure the village didn’t know or Molly’s husband would have been
trying to kill me. I was feeling devastated. I’d trusted
Grandmama.

“Must be nice,”
I said, miserable and angry, “all these people nothing better to do
than interfere with-”

“Save the teen
angst for your father, Polo,” Mother said, sounding firm and taking
the moment right away from me, “he appreciates angst. As I was
saying, you’re going to Peterhaven. Your Uncle Theo has invited
you, again.” She pulled a sheaf of papers out of her apron pocket.
“We decided it would be good for your last year of school.” So I
was going in a few months, which was alright. I wasn’t going to be
nice about it.

“He’s not my
uncle,” I said, sounding sulky.

“Third cousin
once removed?” Mother said. “Whatever it is, darling, you’re
invited. His grandson’s your age and there are other boys, all at
the Citadel School. It’s the best school in Sendren, which will set
you up nicely for whichever guild you want to go into, and of
course it won’t hurt that you get to meet some of your cousins and
the other Blood children. Networking is very-”

“Wait,” I said,
suddenly paying attention, “where will you be?” She smiled that
overly bright smile again.

“We’re going to
Torc, dear, you know, over on the west coast? Your father wants to
make a new start-” Not again. I tuned out. “Polo?” I’d missed a
cue, what had she said? I had no idea. “You could listen,” she
said, and smoothed a paper on the bed. “See?” She tapped the
letter, as I dutifully looked. “Uncle Theo hopes you and his
grandson get on, he’s mad for war games too, he says.” It was thick
cream paper, the best quality, with the header done tastefully in
black and gold, the green dragon embossed down the left margin was
picked out in exquisite detail, all of it in expensive metallic
inks. As Father said, Uncle Theo was rich beyond most men’s wildest
dreams. I imagined some nutcase cousin who slept with a sword and
wore armour at the breakfast table. He would enjoy
self-flagellation and going running at dawn. “There’s plenty of
space for you,” said Mother, “it will be fun.” I groaned. I was
going to be trapped with a bunch of strangers, all of whom knew my
family and would report my every move to Mother. As we heard
Father’s steps we both looked towards the back of the house.

“Fun?” I
repeated and snorted. “Don’t say that. Not when you’re farming me
out to some distant relations in order to perpetuate your
co-dependent relationship with your alcoholic husband. Which I
regret teaching you both about as you use it-”

“Sometimes,”
she said, rolling her eyes, as I tried to continue, “I regret
teaching you to read. Or even to speak! Now shush, I need to tell
you about tomor-” Just then Father crashed through the open
door.

“What are you
doing in here?” He was slurring his words and missed the switch the
first time, fumbling it on. Mother and I blinked in the sudden
light. “You’d live in the dark,” he said, “wasn’t for me.” Mother
and I hadn’t noticed the gloom, we saw rather well in even a little
light.

“We’re talking,
Evan,” said Mother, gesturing at us, “as you can see.”

“You’re drunk,”
I said, and stood up. “It’s not even noon.”

****

Father was a forest
ranger, and only that because Mother had used her influence. It was
the kind of job reserved for those who couldn’t function in
ordinary society, so made for Father. It started early enough that
he could get through without a drink.

“Day off,” said
Father, pretending to be sober. “Stopped for a quick one.”

“All day off?”
said Mother, sounding suspicious.

“Not sure,”
said Father, looking suddenly sly. “Mare threw two shoes yesterday
in the mud. She’s due re-shoeing all four and needs her feet
trimmed, but the smith was busy until at least lunchtime. He’s
doing some new rails for the upstairs of the inn after those lads
fell through the wooden rails last week.”

“So you thought
you’d get drunk while you waited?” Mother was up off the bed too,
hands on her hips. I eyed the window. Could I get it open and get
out before she noticed me? Father was blocking the door but was
backing up fast, so I waited. If I played it right he might take
the brunt of her explosion over my behaviour with Molly. I sat back
down on the bed and tried to be invisible. Mother had left Uncle
Theo’s letter behind. I picked it up and the paper crackled. A
foolish move, and Mother remembered I was there. “I’m telling the
boy he’s off to Peterhaven tomorrow,” Mother said to Father, “so
you and I can start over, and what do you do?” I gasped.

“Now Tess-”
said Father.

“Tomorrow?” I
said, sounding rather high-pitched. “Tomorrow? You didn’t say
tomorrow! You said for my final year. I’ve still got another term
to go of this one!”

“Don’t you talk
to your mother like that!” shouted Father.

“I did say
tomorrow!” shouted Mother. “Both of you, be quiet, I’m trying to
explain what’s happening tomorrow!”

“Talk to her
like you,” I shouted back at Father, furious and happy to take out
on him whatever Mother had done to me, “when you’re drunk? I should
be rude, sneer at her, call her names, and treat her like
dirt?”

“Don’t talk to
your father like that!” said Mother. I threw my hands in the
air.

“You’re as bad
as each other!” I said, losing my temper. “A pair of petulant
children!” To call someone a child was one of my biggest insults.
“Fine,” I shouted, “get rid of me, see if it does you any good. It
won’t because he’s an alcoholic and you’re enabling him! And not
only should you not have taught me to read, Grandmama should never
have taught me to look up subjects in the library!” Father was
trying to argue, Mother was trying to shut him up whilst still
telling me off, and he got past her, fists up, roaring at me to get
off the bed and fight. So I did.

I bounced up
and gave Father a nice curving right to the jaw. We always sparred
since I was small. Of course, since about twelve, we always sparred
with armour on, in places purpose-built for mock sword fighting or
wrestling, and we never hit above the shoulder.

The little
cottage wasn’t as resilient as the timberwork in the sparring pits.
We both bounced off the walls there. To my surprise, and to
Mother’s, the impact of my fist in anger put Father right through
the wall of my room. He didn’t seem surprised, only unconscious. I
was surprised at how thin the wall was. There was nothing more to
it than a skin of plaster over some twigs and mud woven through
some battened uprights.

Mother and I
rushed to see. For several horrible moments, I thought Father was
dead. Then he opened his eyes, told Mother he loved her, hadn’t he
taught the boy well, and passed out again. Then he woke up again.
Mother, her fingers probing for a pulse in his neck, turned to tell
me off some more. Father threw up all over the hall. It wasn’t just
the Blood men who were strong. Swearing so much that I was
surprised she had any wind left, Mother put Father over her
shoulder, and marched off to the nearest doctor in the infirmary at
the garrison. I offered to carry him, but she said I could stay and
clean up seeing I made him be sick.

By the time I
did that, and put up a temporary piece of wall, with the house
airing and incense burning in the breezeway, I was filthy again.
Another shower, and the smell of vomit finally left the inside my
nostrils. It was almost lunchtime. The perils of early rising,
momentous events before noon.

I contemplated
going back to the safety of bed for a few years, then remembered
Mother had said I was leaving tomorrow. I went for a wander round
the cottage. There were paintings missing from the walls. It looked
like those and Mother’s knickknacks were already packed. I found
the boxes tucked away in my parents’ room. There were spare boxes
flat-packed next to them, so I picked up a couple, and went back to
my room. I began looking through my gear, wondering what to take,
what could be left behind.

Mother arrived
back and said Father was alright though his collarbone was broken.
He’d be one of the walking wounded for a month. She flopped on my
bed.

“You’re never
to spar with him again,” she said.

“I told you I
didn’t want to ages ago,” I said, from where I was sitting beside
my wardrobe, going through my footwear, “besides, I’ll be gone
tomorrow. Am I allowed to know when?”

“Dawn. Nice to
see you’re packing, I forgot to remind you.”

“You forgot to
tell me at all, you mean,” I said. “I haven’t packed anything yet,
I’m just getting it into piles of ‘suitable for farm work only’,
and ‘others’.”

“I’ve been
busy,” she said, and shrugged, as if I wasn’t important.

“Busy doing
what,” I said, “spying on me?” She rolled her eyes. I didn’t seem
to be able to shut up. “Writing letters to other people to thank
them for spying on me?” She snorted but otherwise ignored me. It
was excruciating.

“Tomorrow, at
dawn, you’re on the coach to Peterhaven. I have your ticket and the
letter from Uncle Theo will be in with your birth certificate. I
can’t think you need anything else. Oh, of course.” She got up, I
heard her in their room. She came back, and handed over two gold
crowns and a handful of silvers and coppers. “The crowns are from
your Grandmama Daeva for your birthday. The rest’s some coin for
bits and pieces.” I forgot, I was turning sixteen in a couple of
days. Two golds was a lot of money. I was rich. I contemplated
spending it on mindweed, bourbon, and women, then writing to tell
Grandmama Daeva what I’d done, to save her having to send her spies
out. “You’re to write and thank her, please.” I nodded. “Don’t
forget.”

“I won’t. And
you’re leaving?”

“Aye,” she
said, “if your father’s fit.” I felt suddenly guilty.

“Sorry,” I
said, “I didn’t mean to hurt him. Well,” it was my turn to shrug,
“not that badly.”

“He asked for
it,” she said, “literally.” Mother was strange, but in her own way
she was fair.

****

We spent the afternoon
going through my clothes and belongings. Most of the former weren’t
fit for my new home.

“It’s all
organised,” said Mother, waving another letter, which she showed
me. Grandmama Daeva was giving me free rein on her accounts in
Peterhaven. I hoped one of the shops sold mindweed and bourbon, I
would buy by the gross.

“That’s nice of
Grandmama,” I said politely. I was about to escape both my parents,
something I wished for every day, and again only hours ago, so
could afford to be magnanimous. After all, Grandmama hadn’t seen me
for nearly two years and didn’t know I was a man, quite capable of
running my own affairs.

“It’s more than
nice, Polo,” said Mother, “and you must remember to write to
her.”

“I will, it’s
the first thing I’ll do once I get settled.” I assumed a sad face,
not wanting Mother to know how pleased I was, but the effort not to
grin from ear to ear was quite a strain.

“You’ll be
alright, won’t you, darling?”

“Of course I
will,” I said, smiling as if putting on a brave front, “don’t you
worry. I can look after myself.” She took it the wrong way.

“You’re not to
fight with anyone. Promise me.”

“I won’t fight
with anyone,” I said, shaking my head, “it’s not like the village.
I’ll still spar, there’s a garrison there.”

“Don’t mention
your father,” she said, sounding prim. I sighed.

“He’s an
officer and a Military Guild graduate, Mother, why wouldn’t I
mention him? Besides, you and I both carry his sire name, and
there’s nothing wrong with his war record, he only left the army to
look after us, remember?”

“You’re the one
always saying he’s an alcoholic,” she said, “and you can’t figure
out why you shouldn’t mention him?” My turn to roll my eyes. “Don’t
roll your eyes at me, Polo.” I had to blink, to stop myself doing
it over her even saying that. “Besides,” Mother went on, “he was
never in a war, he was there in a ceasefire.” This was something
she liked to bring up, to put Father down.

“They still saw
action, you know that.”

“So he says,”
she said, “you know how he makes things up when he’s drunk.” I
shook my head.

“So everyone
says, Mother, so his record says.” I’d read it, Father had his copy
like every soldier, because when you left you were allowed to take
a copy with you, find out what the brass thought of you.

“It wasn’t a
real war,” said Mother, “my grandfather was there in the real war,
like it is now.” The real war was between my parents but I couldn’t
be bothered arguing any more. Besides, I didn’t like my father’s
drunkenness and didn’t want to defend him.

“Is it a real
war now?” I said, more for something to say than I needed an
answer. She nodded. I looked critically at a shirt, should I keep
it?

“Aye,” said
Mother, “from what I hear. Damn Sriamans won’t stop trying the
border defences, people say they’re getting ready for some big
push.”

“Father says
the Sriamans are tribal,” I said, mentioning his name without
thinking, “it’s unlikely they’ll unite.”

“All it takes
is one man,” she said, “or one woman.”

“To do what?” I
said, distracted by what I was throwing away.

“To unite a
people, of course,” said Mother, “it helps if the leader speaks
well, people like to be stirred by speeches. Or one can be a war
hero.” She laughed. “Which makes your father’s entry into politics
unlikely.” I ignored her jibe, and neither of us mentioned that
Father was in fact unable to ever hold political office.

Evan Shawcross
would never be king, or even a duke, no matter who he married. He
couldn’t. He might be my height, blonde, blue-eyed, and from a
distance, just like Blood, but he wasn’t. He was a peasant, from
the north, where there were more blondes than here in the middle of
the old kingdoms. Even if his father had turned out to be Blood,
without the cat’s-eyes he couldn’t rule. He didn’t have the
metallic shimmer that marked my eyes, or the crystalline glitter
that marked Mother’s. His eyes were ordinary human blue.

“I could go
into politics,” I said, and Mother nodded.

“If you marry
well, darling, anything is possible. You’re related to many royal
families. And with being half-peasant, the inbred ones will be
keen. They need to breed out or risk birth defects and retardation.
I did warn you about not marrying your cousins?” I nodded. Two
brothers on Mother’s matrilineal side had married two sisters,
adding to the genetic danger of Mother’s inbred family. As we threw
out most of my clothes, I thought about the idea of marrying some
wealthy Blood heiress. I kept looking at myself in the mirror,
noting my looks and wondering if I had what it took to marry for
position and coin. I had the feeling one needed to be prettier.
“What are you looking at?” said Mother.

“I’m wondering
if I’m good-looking.” She burst out laughing, but then she was
beautiful, with long dark hair and wide eyes, the irises a bed of
opal like a starfield. The colouration was called opalescent. In
Mother’s case, black opal surrounded by an emerald orbital ring. I
had green eyes with a bright copper orbital ring. Eyes and hair, so
Grandmama Daeva had told me, the same shade and colour as some
long-dead great uncle. Father’s was a darker corn-blonde. “Am I
really Father’s son?”

“Of course you
are,” Mother said, “you look like him.”

“But he has
blue eyes. And I have cat’s-eyes.” Mother nodded at me in the
mirror.

“With our
blood, dear, you never can tell. When they messed with our genes
they didn’t expect the results.”

“I didn’t
realise how strong I am.” Throwing Father through the wall was a
rather scary reminder that I was stronger than a peasant.

“Yes,” she
said, “do be careful in Peterhaven, darling. I don’t want to be
trying to get you off a hanging because you’ve killed some idiot
peasant like your father. I have the feeling even Uncle Theo
couldn’t manage that.”

“I promise I’ll
be good.” I frowned at my reflection. “Am I good-looking?”

“You’re a
handsome young man.” I smiled at her in the mirror. I thought I was
more alright, but well shaped. I had broad shoulders from the years
of sword training and of working on the farm.

“I do have good
shoulders.”

“Oh Polo,” said
Mother, and suddenly hugged me, “I’ll miss you.” There was nobody
around so I didn’t have to be embarrassed, and could hug her
back.

“It won’t
work,” I said, spoiling the moment, “he’s not going to stop
drinking for you.”

“I could have
aborted you,” she said, and gave me another quick squeeze, then let
go.

“But you
didn’t,” I said, and grinned. It was a black joke between us, an
old one.

“It’s not too
late,” she said, and I snorted. “Come on,” she said, “let’s get on,
I have to take your father some food tonight.” She sighed.

I bit my
tongue. I wasn’t going to say anything more about him. If she
wanted to fall for his charm again, who was I to stand in her way?
Only her flesh and blood, I thought, stuffing more old shirts into
a bag.

Mother started
going on about the dances I’d go to, the fun I’d have, and we got
talking about how things were in her day, which kept us both
occupied as we finished off. She went off to pay the dressmaker.
Though I begged the opportunity to say goodbye to the few friends I
had, I was forbidden to leave the house.

“I’ll pass on
your goodbyes,” said Mother, “I’m not having you slipping your
leash before morning.” Then I thought about it. What could she do?
I was leaving at dawn. I’d wait and sneak out later. I filched some
more of her smoke, sat and watched the sunset, then wandered about,
wondering if I’d forgotten anything.

After dinner I
went to bed, dozed for a bit, and woke up as Mother went to her
room. Then I rolled out of bed still dressed and picked up my
boots. I’d put them on once I was astride the windowsill. The
window was jammed, and I put the boots down to try to get it free.
I heaved and wiggled. Then I spotted the problem. I could just see
a nail sticking out from the frame on each side.

Mother had
nailed it shut from the outside while I was on the barn roof. Now I
knew what she was doing with that hammer earlier. Thwarted, because
I knew I couldn’t get out through the house without her hearing, I
stripped off and went back to bed. I was also stunned that she knew
I was going to be grounded and trying to get out my window before
she even caught me with Molly bent over the kitchen table. I
supposed it was logical, I always went out my window. I hadn’t
realised she was that good at reading me. I didn’t like to admit it
but I really was tired. Although Bertram had only clipped my balls,
with no serious after-effects, he did stand on my thigh, and the
bruising was getting painful.

Thus passed my
last night in my childhood home.
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Chapter 3 -
Leaving Home

In the morning, I
stumbled around in the dark, Mother with me. Still, I managed to
shower, eat, and not show how utterly suffused with joy I was. Soon
I’d be free.

“Your father’s
going to wander down if he wakes up,” Mother said, putting Theo and
Grandmama’s letters into my bag. I grunted. “Come on darling,” she
said, “I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time.”

“If you say
it’s going to be fun one more time,” I said, pouting, “I’m going to
be sick.”

“Oh gods, not
like your father,” she said, “we don’t need another one of those
around.” Why didn’t we even need one? Why did she? I wanted to
shout it. Instead, I looked serious. She smiled. “It will be fun,
darling, you’ll see.” I mimed being sick.

“You always
said Uncle Theo’s was full of crazy people. After the last time you
went to Peterhaven, you said, in fact, that it was full of mad
people and whores who deserved flogging. You told Grandmama, I was
there.” She looked thoughtful.

“Ah,” she said,
remembering, “that’s right. That was years ago. They’re not
mad-and-dangerous, darling. And I was angry, because Cousin Thea
wouldn’t leave your father alone and he was too drunk to fend her
off. Did I tell you, Thea married one of the Keller’s from
Lakeleas?” I shook my head. I had no idea who Cousin Thea was and I
didn’t remember the incident, as I wasn’t there. She and Father
visited Uncle Theo when I was maybe five, and left me with
Grandmama Daeva. “Now Thea,” said Mother, looking cheerful, “died
in childbirth.” I shuddered. “She was your Aunt Rosalind’s girl.
Rosalind wasn’t really your aunt, she married-”

Mother was
still going, giving me details of Rosalind’s family and life, along
with many tangential relations, acquaintances, and
family-by-marriage, until I was lost. I never managed to get a
straight answer out of her about the family tree. She always ended
up distracted. The stories were often interesting, but I found it
bewildering. I didn’t know the people or where they fitted into the
rather tangled genealogy of her family.

As I listened,
I remembered there was bound to be some decent information in the
libraries in Peterhaven, and Uncle Theo would have his parentage
worked out, so with any luck at all, I could trace back further
than Grandmama Daeva.

It was pouring
with rain and still completely dark when we arrived at the village
coach station, which was just a sign in the portico of the inn.
Mother kept giving me last-minute instructions about how to behave
and anything else she could think of. The coach pulled in, people
suddenly appeared everywhere, and loaded in. Mother gave me my
ticket and pushed me in that direction. As we reached the door, she
told me she loved me, and as we hugged I said I loved her too,
softly as I could, not wanting to be overheard. Then I was in the
coach, feeling the springs dip as I moved to the nearest seat, next
to Miz Flora, a woman I knew from the village. She said I could
have the window seat, as I was going further than she was, so we
swapped. Outside the coachman shouted,

“All aboard!”
The horses started pulling at the traces, we started to roll. I
looked out the window, and there was Father, one arm in a sling,
raising the other in a wave. I waved back, and Mother was smiling,
waving too, one arm around him. I was feeling most tolerant, and
hoped they were very happy together. Who knew, maybe this time
Father would get a handle on his drinking. Then we were past them,
on the road to Beech Wood, and I was free.

I contemplated
not going to Peterhaven at all, but getting off the coach, and
taking Grandmama Daeva’s golds to start a new life somewhere.
However, it was warm in the coach, and more comfortable than the
cold grey morning outside. In reality, if I still wanted to, it was
easier to run once I got to Peterhaven, as coaches went from there
to every possible destination. I dozed as the rest of the
passengers slept. I wasn’t quite able to go to sleep, a knot of
excitement in my belly.

The world
hummed past at a smart trot, rain thrumming on the roof, wheels and
hooves splashing in the water. Mother said everything was sold. She
was giving up farming for the time being. I couldn’t believe it,
after all her work. And mine. Who would rescue Bertram and his
sisters when the weight of the world became too much for their
narrow woolly shoulders?

We headed for
Beech Wood, a change of horses, a number of the passengers got out,
and more got on. I looked out the window at the gloomy morning.
There was the library, where I spent so much time escaping the
farm, even occasionally meeting a kindred spirit there.

Despite the
initial euphoria over my escape, I became occupied by gloomy
thoughts, of my home and family gone forever, and they must have
shown on my face.

“Leaving home,
eh, lad?” said the middle-aged man next to me.

“Not quite,” I
said, turning to him with a polite smile, “being sent to
Peterhaven, to school. Staying at my uncle’s.”

“Don’t want to
go?” I explained about the farm, about parents, without too much
detail, and he was sympathetic. Then he said, “My parents sent me
to my grandma’s when I was five, supposed to be for a few days. I
never saw them again.”

“Never?” I
said, shocked. “Mine used to dump me on my grandmother regularly,
but they always came back.” It was something I wished for, to be
abandoned. He shook his head.

“I found out
quite recently they divorced, he died, she remarried, and I have a
bunch of half-brothers and sisters I don’t know. She never let my
grandmother know, so of course, when I was a young man and tried to
find them, all I found was my da’s gravestone, no trace of her. I
didn’t expect her to have forgotten me so completely, that she’d
never try to find me.” I reflected that things, as Grandmama Daeva
always said, could be worse.

After some more
conversation, the man got off, and I was left to imagine my parents
vanishing, never to be seen again, or perhaps only tracked when I
was grey. It was true, I didn’t have a forwarding address. That
made me frown a little. Mother would write once they had one. All I
knew was they were going to Torc, a kingdom like Sendren, but over
on the west coast. What would I do if they disappeared?

On the horizon,
the sun suddenly shone through a gap in the clouds, illuminating
the valley with a brilliant blaze of light, and my mood lifted. I
nearly laughed aloud. Abandoned? I couldn’t be so lucky. My parents
delighted in haunting me, and even if they died I could be assured
they’d pop back for visits, Mother in particular.

I stretched,
trying to figure out how far it was to the city. The sky was still
overcast and threatening but the rain had stopped. My watch said
seven, but I wasn’t sure when we were supposed to arrive, other
than before lunch. In the meantime, we would run express from Upper
Beech, where the coach would change horses again. We were invited
to the ducal castle at Upper Beech quite often, and to Peterhaven
at least once a year, although I hadn’t been to either place as
Mother hated dressing up, and Father hated being around lots of
Blood unless they were army officers. I hadn’t been this far on my
own, though before Grandmama moved, as a child I often caught the
coach from the Lower Beech inn to her house in Beech Wood.

When on
expeditions, Grandmama and I caught the night coach from there,
coming this way, but turning north, whereas this time I would be
heading south. I knew the lay of the land from looking at maps for
years, plotting my escape from parental influence. If you’re
imagining running away to a big city to make your fortune, you
might as well figure out the easiest route.

The road began
to climb steadily, the sky to clear, and the road cut neat green
farmland, dark with the black muddy soil that grew vegetables so
well. The trees were dusted with budding leaves, the impossibly
bright light green of spring. Above us, the peaks were still
snowbound, all soft pink and apricot as the sun burnished them. I
wondered if I’d ever see these signs of home again. Then we crested
a rise, and across the valley was Sunderland Castle, the ducal seat
of Beechwood. The castle had kept that name for nearly two thousand
years, despite it being nearly that long since a Sunderland lived
there.

Things changed
slowly in Sendren. Place names particularly so. They said it was a
charmed kingdom, because in the entire history, unlike the examples
in the kingdoms around us, the monarchy was generally sensible, and
kept the people happy enough for long enough. Mostly. So there were
no revolutions. No bloody coups. At least, that was what the
history books said. However, they couldn’t help noting the
preponderance of sudden deaths among the most wealthy and powerful,
but put it down to what Mother called Unfortunate Accidents.

“That is,” she
said, “they’re not accidents, and they’re damn fortunate for
someone.” Father said the Unfortunate Accident was the Blood’s way
of your children telling you they were tired of waiting for you to
die, but Mother pointed out the most common kind was the death of
the heir, not the incumbent. “Killing Daddy the duke seems a bit
over the top,” she added thoughtfully, “but killing your brother’s
fine.”

“Gods, Tess,”
said Father, “do add a codicil occasionally when you’re talking to
the boy. It’s not fine to kill your brother, Polo, it’s only fine
in their twisted minds.”

“Money,” said
Mother, with the assuredness of someone who’s never wanted for it,
“is the root of all evil.”

“The saying is
that the love of money is the root of all evil,” said Father, “not
money alone.” Of course, then they began to argue in earnest.

Being away from
them wasn’t so bad. Already it was quieter than I was used to. We
stopped in Upper Beech and the rest of the passengers exited. I
looked out at the main street of the very picturesque village,
larger than Lower Beech but smaller than Beech Wood, nestled in a
pretty valley between two long flanks of the high hills, the castle
high above us. A groom stuck his head in the door.

“Passengers to
collect at the castle, lordship,” he said, “doing a detour.” I
nodded and smiled. I gritted my teeth over the lordship part but it
couldn’t be helped. I much preferred a world without titles, but as
everyone told me when I argued, it was the way things were. Back in
Lower Beech, I was just Polo, for all they might call me other
names. Outside, I was Blood, and getting a peasant to call me by my
name was like pulling teeth.

The coach
headed up a steep hill, where the ascent was made easier for the
horses with a series of sharp hairpin bends. I moved from one side
of the empty coach to the other, watching the view, and craning my
neck trying to see the castle above me, but the high walls hid all
but two high towers.

Through the
gate, the coachman cracking the whip at the team as the horses
trying to head for the stables, which they’d all obviously visited
at some time. Instead, we headed onto a series of banked terraces,
all set with spring flowers, and I was kept busy trying to identify
them all as we headed up to the main entrance.

In my defence,
the sun was in my eyes, but when the door opened, and someone
said,

“Everyone out!”
I didn’t even really look, but stepped out, still sleepy.

Suddenly I was
being rendered limp and very cooperative as someone grasped one of
my wrists, the fingers of his other hand pressed in firmly on the
pressure point under my arm, moving me through the air in an arc
until I fetched up, face towards the coach, still completely
quiescent.

“Please don’t
struggle, lordship, going to search you.” I couldn’t have moved to
save my life, but grunted assent. It came out slightly like a
squeak. He didn’t move, but someone else searched me, rather more
intimately than I would have thought possible with my clothes on. I
wondered who our castle passenger was. “He’s clean, Fenric.” There
was a pause and I was let go. It felt safe to breathe again. My
clothes were smoothed, they apologised, security was cited, and I
said I understood. I wondered what was going on.

Above our
heads, Sunderland Castle rose as if carved from the peaks, and I
tried not to be too obviously impressed, having not been this way
since I was about twelve, when I saw it from the road below on my
way to the north on a trip with Grandmama Daeva, at exactly this
time of day.

The men around
me were all in ordinary clothes, but had a certain military look to
them. I realised it was that they were all wearing some kind of
armour under their clothes. The one in charge looked familiar, grey
eyes flecked with gold, and close-cropped black hair. I was
wondering in a vague fashion if I had met him at the local
garrison. The others called him Fenric. The coachman and his grooms
were like me, just-searched, papers being checked. One of the other
guards came out of the coach.

“Fenric,” he
said, “here’s Master Shawcross’s papers.” He looked at me, saw my
eyes and hair. “His lordship’s papers.” I wasn’t game to complain
that they went through my bag without permission. There were riding
horses being brought up, and a group of servants who had been
hanging around looking bored began putting some bags onto the
coach.

“Matter of
kingdom security, Master Shawcross,” said Fenric, looking at me
again, “I’ll get Her Grace to look these over.” He waved my various
documents up at the castle. “Here Herself comes now.” I looked up
the staircase.

Rather like an
angel ascending from the Underworld, but in reverse, she seemed to
descend from the dark cloud above in a dazzle of morning sun. Her
copper hair floated as she half-skipped. She saw us watching her
and smiled in a friendly manner. She was stunning.

In a heartbeat,
I shed every promise I’d made about not doing older women any more.
How old was the duchess? She looked in her late twenties, lushly
mature, with copper hair curling past her shoulders, fanning on a
white fur cloak, which in turn caught the air and floated out
behind her. Underneath, to my delight, a blue satin dress over a
pair of riding boots. Not at all duchess-y. She saw me notice her
boots, and grinned.

“Is that the
duchess, sir?” I said, with the little breath that wasn’t taken
away.

“Aye,” said
Fenric, “and you show her the respect due a poor widow.”

“A widow? I
hadn’t heard.” Our duke was dead? Apparently so.

“Been living
under a rock, lad?” said Fenric. I shrugged.

“In a way. At
Lower Beech.” He nodded.

“The duke was
killed, only two days ago,” he said in a low voice, “we’re all
moving to Peterhaven.” Then the duchess was there, and I was
looking politely on as Fenric showed my paperwork. I could see her
eyes, a dazzling bright blue, the iris showing a sapphire orbital
ring. The duchess nodded and smiled to me, and I melted. If she had
ordered me killed on the spot I would have gone quietly, happy to
be smiled at.

“That’s Theo’s
signature,” she said to Fenric, and then stepped over. I wasn’t
sure whether to grovel in the mud or smile, but chose to smile and
grovel, without involving the mud. “I’m Saraia Westwych,” she said,
“recently widowed former Crown Princess of Sendren, former Duchess
of Beech Wood.” She rolled her eyes. “So he says. Former. He’s
never liked me. Anyway.” I was standing by, smiling, trying not to
look bewildered or worse, as if I thought she was crazy. She was
too beautiful to be crazy. She offered her hand. “My mother was a
Casterton,” she said. I nodded and smiled, shook her hand, and
before I could introduce myself, she added, “You have a grandmother
Daeva?” I nodded again. “Ah, that would be it, I think we’re third
cousins. Or something.” I gibbered about it being simply wonderful
to meet Her Grace, then remembered she was recently widowed, and
apparently stripped of her titles.

“What should I
call you, ah, Your Grace?” She shook her head.

“I’m a highness
in my own right, but you, Polo,” she said, and took my hand again,
her fingers gently touching my pulse. I barely heard what she said.
“You can call me Saraia.” I tried to slow my heart, as a good
warrior should be able to do, but her scent, something rich and
sumptuous with rose and musk, mingled with the heady cedar, bay,
and sandalwood fragrance of the fur, until I felt my senses were on
overload, and I might faint. I did see the guard captain, Fenric,
react to her flirting with me. He rolled his eyes, but he was
looking at her, not at me. That’s when I recognised Fenric, just as
Saraia patted me on the arm, and I forgot my own name again. “Here
he is,” she said, “my son, Azrael.”

It was lucky
she said it, because I looked up, saw Azrael, and was about to say
something that might imply his name was something else. I made a
kind of strangling noise. The boy sliding down the great marble
banister rail was someone I had met before. Now I understood why
Fenric looked familiar. He was the uncle who collected Al Westwych
from the Beech Wood library that day.

Al, or Azrael,
gave me a quick apologetic look, one that begged me not to tell, so
of course I kept quiet aside from the required responses for the
princess.

Azrael, eh?
Crown Prince of Sendren, eh? Above us, he reached a landing, and
leapt for the next wide marble banister.

‘Get off the
bloody banister!” shouted his mother. “You’re going to ruin those
trousers!” She turned to me, her voice normal. “Fenric says you’re
coming to the capital with us?”

“For my last
year at school,” I said, “and the bit that’s left of this
year.”

“Azrael too,”
she said, as that young man landed with a thump near us. “Polo’s
going to be at school with you, dear,” she started, but the
coachman stepped in.

“Pardon me, ah,
ladyship Highness?” he said, hedging his bets on titles. “Coach is
on a timetable,” he said, and tapped his watch, “we need to get
on.”

“Oh,” said
Saraia, as if she had forgotten there might be time constraints,
“sorry, Master Coachman. In the coach, come on, boys.” We piled in,
the bodyguards all mounted horses, and off we went. Inside, we
settled in, Saraia introduced us, and I shook hands with Azrael
Westwych, Crown Prince of Sendren, and Lord of Beech Wood. “He
can’t be duke or more than Heir Elect until he’s eighteen, of
course.”

****

Azrael and I both
pretended this was a first meeting. Polo Shawcross, late of Lower
Beech, lovely to meet you.

“Polo’s mother
is a Casterton,” said Saraia, “we’re all related somewhere.”

“Third
cousins,” I said, “once-removed? Though that’s Mother to Uncle
Theo, I think. With the Casterton’s I’m not sure.”

“With poor
Azrael’s father having met such a nasty end,” Saraia said, “it was
decided we’d move to town.” I was startled. I assumed the former
Crown Prince had simply died.

“A nasty end?”
I repeated.

“You didn’t
hear?” said Azrael. I shook my head.

“Sorry,” I
said, “no I didn’t, but then news takes a while to get to Lower
Beech. He was killed? How dreadful.” I imagined some hunting
accident.

“It’s not that
bad,” said Azrael, looking as if he was trying not to grin.

“Don’t look so
pleased,” said his mother, “you’re supposed to at least pretend to
be in mourning.” He touched his arm, where a white ribbon was
tied.

“I’m
pretending,” he said, sounding sour. Saraia rolled her eyes,
reminded me of my mother, and I felt a pang of sadness. Would
Mother and Father be alright without me? How would they manage?
Still, without the farm, they wouldn’t have as much to fight about,
and with me gone they lost another source of arguments. Then I
remembered what they were like, Father drunk, Mother high on moral
outrage, and decided I didn’t miss them at all.

“He was a
drunk,” said Saraia, and I thought she was talking about
Father.

“Oh,” I said,
“I didn’t realise you knew.” She gave me a strange look.

“Of course I
knew.”

“Well, I
suppose everyone in the village did,” I said, surprised Father’s
fame had spread as far as Sunderland Castle. Still if news of my
sex life had reached Grandmama Daeva down in Cragleas, anything was
possible.

“I think
everyone in the kingdom did,” said Azrael, “they’re all so pleased
he won’t be king.” The copper dropped. I realised they weren’t
talking about my father. Azrael scowled. “And now I don’t even have
a younger brother to pass on the job to.” Saraia sighed.

“If you were
going to have a sibling, dear, it would have happened before now.
The drink destroyed his abilities in that area.”

“Oh,” I said,
“your husband - your late husband - was a drinker?” They both
looked at me.

“Of course,”
said Saraia, looking puzzled.

“My father was,
is,” I said, trying to explain, “I thought you were talking about
him.” Azrael grinned, and Saraia threw back her head and laughed. I
admired the lines of her throat.

“Sorry, Polo,”
she said, dimpling prettily, “I needed a laugh.”

“Glad to be of
service,” I said, feeling like an idiot. “So, I had the wrong end
of the stick there. Your husband died of drink?”

“In a way,”
said Azrael, sounding thoughtful, “if he wasn’t drunk, he probably
could have fought off the assassin.”

“Aye,” said
Saraia, “the man wasn’t big. And he only had a letter-opener.”

“Stabbed him
thirty-six times,” said Azrael, sounding so satisfied that his
mother told him off again. “I don’t care,” said the heir to the
throne, with some heat, “I didn’t like him when he was alive, I’m
not going to lie now he’s dead!”

“You are going
to lie through your teeth!” shouted Saraia, and I leaned back,
pretending not to be there. I was quite fascinated, as Royal Family
gossip had never been acted out right in front of me before. For
the first time in my life, I was at the source. Azrael shouted that
she didn’t treat him like a grown-up, and then got sulky. I looked
briefly at the ceiling while Saraia lectured him on the importance
of pretence. “And it won’t hurt you to listen to this, Polo, it’s
part of surviving at Court.” From then on, instead of pretending to
be deaf, I could openly pay attention and even ask questions.

“One must never
be shocked,” Saraia began, looking serious, “Being shocked is the
sign of the ingenue, the cousin from the country. As far as
Peterhaven is concerned you’re both cousins from the country. You
can of course be pleasantly surprised.” Azrael and I mimed pleasant
surprise, and she looked sternly at us. “You must always be polite,
because the one time you are rude, there will turn out to be
twenty-five witnesses who will tell Peterhaven and the whole of the
citadel, and before you have time to snap out of your state of
petulance, someone will have told me. In your case, Polo, they will
have written to your mother.” It was rather like home, except I
wasn’t in trouble so didn’t feel defensive. I noted the warning
that my mother’s reach would extend at least as far as my new
residence.

Saraia’s tips
for Court survival passed the time to the turn onto the highway
that led to Peterhaven. I’d never seen the southern road, and said
so. That distracted us all, and I asked some questions about the
city and the school, which Azrael was also attending for the first
time. Azrael said he’d put his head down for the few hours until we
got to Peterhaven.

“I’ll need my
strength,” he said, “if I’m to mourn properly.” He grinned at me,
his mother rolled her eyes, and it was like watching Mother and me
when we fought. For a moment I felt homesick, then just the idea of
a fight was enough to lose the feeling.

Azrael fell
asleep, the journey continued as it had while he was awake. Saraia
was answering my questions about the landscape out the window, and
I was asking more. Then she told me to look out the window on the
other side, as the country house coming up was the home of some
branch of the Casterton’s.

“Your second
cousins,” said Saraia, sounding sure, then added, “I think. We’ll
have to work it out.”

“I’m very
interested,” I said, “I don’t really know how I’m related to
everyone.”

“If you’re a
Casterton,” said Saraia, “you’re related to everyone. I can barely
keep up with my own family, so I take it for granted that I’m
related to everyone. Look, that’s Russel House, named for a famous
explorer and soldier.” I looked, it was a very nice house. I
guessed maybe twenty bedrooms, several staterooms, and a ballroom,
along with attendant outbuildings, set in beautiful grounds.

Our cottage
would have fitted in a corner of their walled kitchen garden. The
house was glimpsed from the road through mature trees, which Saraia
said had to be pruned so the building could still be seen from the
road.

‘An artificial
landscape,” she added, “but they want people to admire the house,
naturally. Now, coming up on this side, it’s one of Azrael’s
favourite bits. The Old Mill. It’s still working and thought to
date to First Settlement.” I had just made it back to my seat, so
leaned past her to see as the coach bumped and swayed a little,
making me lean against her. I wasn’t making a pass, but when I felt
her breath on me, her warmth next to me, and I looked into her
eyes, reading properly what I saw there, well, what is a boy to do?
I did what came naturally.

We surfaced,
panting, from a long kiss, one of my hands down that blue dress,
cupping a breast, and I suggested we move as far from Azrael as
possible.

“Or it might be
embarrassing,” I said, looking down at my hand. She began to
giggle, so did I. We had to pull apart and sit there laughing for
several minutes before we could catch our breath.

‘The Old Mill
was very nice,” I said, when I could speak, “where do we go next?”
Turned out she had her own ideas about that.

The coach
stopped every hour to change horses, we stopped and pretended to
decorum. Saraia would carefully check that Azrael was still
sleeping, before retiring again to the nest we made as far away
from him as we could get. Half-hidden by several rows of seats and
baggage, we could pretend we were talking, while beneath our
clothes we did interesting things to each other. We didn’t have
sex, if sex to you is simply penetration. I didn’t mind at all.

After several
hours of sensual explorations, involving the use of two of the
three hankies Mother had packed, and a shirt of Azrael’s that
Saraia assured me wouldn’t be missed, we were sated. The walls of
Peterhaven hove into view as we moved back to our previous seats,
straightened ourselves, neatened our hair, examined each other
carefully, sitting and standing, fore and aft, and she handed me a
mint from her purse.

“I’ve realised
something,” Saraia said, “if you’re Azrael’s age, you’re only
sixteen.” She winced. “I think that’s a record.” I frowned.

“How old are
you?” I said.

“Thirty-eight.”
I raised my eyebrows. More than twice my age.

“Personal
best,” I said, grinning. She laughed.

“Oh shush. Now,
you mustn’t talk about this, understand?”

“Aye,” I said,
serious, “I don’t kiss and tell.” She popped a mint in her own
mouth, licked her lips, and shook her copper curls.

“You do kiss
well,” she said. I smiled.

“You kiss like
an angel.” She laughed again.

“I bet you say
that to all the girls.”

“Only the ones
that kiss like angels,” I said.

“Idiot,” she
said, smiling, “shut up and listen. It would hurt me deeply if you
spoke about this to anyone.”

“Obviously,” I
said, and shrugged. “I’m rather good at keeping secrets about my
personal life. Even in a small village like ours, Mother didn’t
know most of what I got up to.” At lest, I reflected, not from me
talking about it. Saraia nodded.

“I would
normally assume, but-”

“I know,” I
said, “I’m so young. I’m not quite sixteen-” She grimaced.

“Yes, that. So,
Polo, do you often get mistaken for an older man?” I grinned,
delighted.

“Sometimes.
Never by someone so beautiful.”

“Pfft,” she
said, waving a hand, “I’m heading south all over. And if I follow
my mother’s example, by the time I’m fifty I’ll have pure white
hair.”

“It will match
this coat,” I said. “And if you’re white down there, you’ll be easy
to find in the dark.” She giggled. Azrael woke up, and I adjusted
my behaviour carefully.

“What are you
two laughing about?” Azrael said, sounding sleepy.

“Your snoring,”
said Saraia, “like a little goat. Look, Polo, we can see the
Peterhaven Wall properly from here.” I looked dutifully. It was
huge. I leaned a bit, not too familiar. I wouldn’t like to be
trying to live in a house in the lee of the city wall. It must cast
an enormous shadow.

“Has anyone
ever invaded Sendren?” I said.

“Not yet,” said
Azrael, yawning and moving to sit with us again. “It’s only a
matter of time,” he said, stretching. The kingdom was nearly three
thousand years old, but I supposed the monarchy must take the long
view when it came to the kingdom defences. “I feel better for a
sleep,” said Azrael, “Mother, is there going to be a reception?”
Saraia shook her head. “Good.”

“There is a
birthday party,” she said. “On the weekend.”

“It’s my
birthday tomorrow,” I said, “if tomorrow’s the third. When’s yours,
Azrael?”

“I’m the
fifth,” he said, “Saturday.”

“Nearly twins,”
said Saraia, “and both of you young men already.” That pleased both
of us.

Saraia was the
daughter of the King of Cragleas, or at least one of many children
who had their own children, putting her further from the throne.
She was very casual about being a princess, and how it meant
nothing, but I wondered if that was because she was born to it. I
rather fancied the idea of a title. “I lived in Cragleas until I
was nineteen,” she said, “then I went to Sendren on a holiday and
met the late Crown Prince. There’s never been time for a trip home
since.”

“You’re not to
be queen here?” I said, not really sure how the succession worked.
She shook her head.

“I’d have to be
queen by bloodline, not by marriage. In Cragleas, I’m youngest of
six, and all the others have broods of cat’s-eyed children, so I’m
well out of the running. To be honest it’s a bit of a relief not to
have to be queen. I’ll get my life back.” She gave a happy sigh. “I
can’t wait to leave Sendren.” I raised my eyebrows. “The king and I
don’t get on,” she added.

“That’s
understating it,” said Azrael, “the first thing he did when Father
was killed was send documents for Mother to sign, affirming she has
no claim on the Sendrenese throne.”

“Gods,” I said
politely, “how inhumane.”

“He did that
while the assassin was still loose in the castle,” said Saraia,
“and Perry’s body still warm.” I made a sympathetic noise. She
smiled. “That’s fine by me, I don’t want power or titles. There are
more important things in life.” I smiled too, as if I couldn’t
imagine wanting a title either, but secretly I thought titles
rather desirable. Would I be blase about them if I was born with
one? “I remember,” she said, “being very excited at first, over the
idea of being queen one day. Nevertheless, being Crown Princess was
enough for me to know I didn’t want more. I have never been so
bored.”

“Wasn’t it fun
at all?” I said. She sighed.

“It could have
been if Perry was interested in ruling well. His plan was to send
me to events in his stead, while he stayed drunk, gambling with his
friends, signing documents as necessary. All the income, none of
the responsibility, while I had to defend his and his father’s
actions.”

“What sort of
events?” I said, thinking parties. She smiled.

“I have to give
prizes, most days. Often to children competing in sporting or
academic contests. I visit children’s hospitals to distribute toys
and gifts of coin from the Crown. It’s traditional for the Crown
Prince to hand out this kind of thing, especially to the children
of the realm, and Perry won’t, I mean, he wouldn’t.” She laughed.
“I’d say Haka take him but the goddess already has.” To suggest
Haka take a person was an extreme curse, one considered possible
bad luck, as Haka might take the one saying it instead.

Saraia waved an
elegant hand, and the sun from the window flashed through her
rings. For the first time I noticed her jewellery, which gives you
an idea of how beautiful she was, because even one of the pieces
would have faded a lesser woman.

Gold rings on
every finger, some set with heart-shaped sapphires and diamonds,
matching combs in her hair, and a matching, breathtaking, necklace.
I tried not to stare at it, lying across her collarbones. The
centre stone, a dark blue faceted heart, was the biggest jewel I’d
ever seen. I took my attention quickly back to her face as she went
on. “I’m quite annoyed with Perry for dying while I’m still annoyed
with him.” She laughed. “Excuse my vehemence,” she said, “I really
am still annoyed.” I laughed too.

“My mother
would be completely furious if Father died,” I said, “but then she
thinks he’ll change. Drunks don’t change.” I paused, suddenly aware
of what I’d said, about the late Crown Prince, no less.
“Sorry.”

“You’re
absolutely right,” said Saraia, looking serious. “I should have
divorced him. Drunks don’t get fixed by other people. And he was
still in denial over it, didn’t even think it was a problem.”

“My parents
have been together for twenty years,” I said, and sighed. “Mother
threatens divorce at least twice a year. So far, she hasn’t managed
it. They also tried sending me away before. Lots of times. It
didn’t fix their marriage either.” We shook our heads. The wall
continued to grow ahead, and by mutual agreement, we changed the
subject to a lighter one, the hunting around Peterhaven.

Despite its
occupants, the coach was stopped at the city gate while the escort
platoon, eighty soldiers, twenty or so non-com’s, and sixteen
officers, was thoroughly checked, which took some time. We couldn’t
proceed without a full platoon, king’s orders.

“Crown security
alert,” the men at the gate kept parroting, ignoring the fact that
the alert was to protect the Crown Prince, not keep him waiting at
the gate. Saraia rolled her eyes, then sat on the step of the coach
and had a pipe of mindweed.

“You’re both
too young to smoke,” she said, smiling.

“She’s cruel to
me,” said Azrael, “does your mother let you smoke?” I shook my
head.

“Not often,” I
said, “and not in public. She did let me have a pipe when she told
me I was coming to Peterhaven. To lessen the shock, I suppose.”

“Spring it on
you, did they?” said Azrael.

“Told me last
night as I was going to bed,” I said, exaggerating for effect.
Saraia choked on her pipe, and Azrael laughed and laughed. I
grinned. It was good to make people laugh. As Grandmama Daeva said,
if you could manage it, making your travails into a funny story
often shifted your own perceptions, and wasn’t half as boring for
your listener.

Finally, we
moved on. I was feeling good. It was only mid-morning and I’d
befriended a princess, had a good time with her, and discovered
that I already knew the Crown Prince of Sendren. This beat Lower
Beech by miles. I was sitting by the window by then, with Saraia
next to me and Azrael next to her.

The lip of the
valley hid Citadel Hill for now, but I was in Peterhaven, the Royal
City. Saraia was lecturing Azrael on how to behave. I listened with
half an ear as she reminded him that neither of them wanted to be
here, but they had to make the best of it. Azrael didn’t seem to be
missing his father much.

“You must at
least pretend to be bereft,” Saraia was saying. She reminded me of
my own mother, the dry humour, and I felt a sudden wave of poignant
sorrow wash over me. Then I remembered Mother screaming and
throwing things, and immediately felt better. I found that mind
picture invaluable as I settled into the city. Whenever I began to
get nostalgic over my life with my parents, I would remember Father
drunk and Mother angry.

With the
assistance of the soldiers, the coachman was doing his best to get
his coach to the citadel in time for it to leave on the trip to
Malion, which was in the neighbouring kingdom of Highcliff. Men
were riding ahead, and I could hear the shouts,

“Make way! Make
way! Make way for the Crown!” This was the life. I wondered if
Mother and Father were fighting, or happier without me. We crested
a rise and there in the distance, so high I had to crane my neck to
see it, was the Citadel Hill. I’d seen pictures, of course, but
nothing prepared me for the reality.

The Green
Dragon Citadel was a fantastic conceit, the visible structure
appearing to float tethered by long vines, then the mass of the
walls disappeared in a forest of mature trees in giant camouflaged
pots. They were set around and up the face of the building,
disguised by terraces and balcony gardens of plants and vines. The
hill complex was a series of three large buildings on the terraced
slope, behind a high wall, each with three floors above the ground,
the citadel at the top having a large park behind with whole
forests of mature trees. The illusion continued of being a growing
plant, not a fixed architecture, with elegant facades of a dark
green marble, the stone threaded with gold so it winked with every
spark of light. It took my breath away. For nearly two thousand
years it was called the Greened Citadel, but once Dragon came, like
many other places, the name changed.

“It is rather
silly,” said Saraia next to me, “but spectacular.” I laughed.

“That’s an
excellent description.” On the roofscape, giant arrays of solar
cells followed the sun, flashing ruby, emerald, and blue. I was
glad I didn’t have to clean that lot, the set-up on the barn at
Blue Hill Farm looked like a toy in comparison. The city was spread
over several hills around the Citadel Hill, and the coach dipped
deep into the next valley, so I lost sight of the building citadel
again.

To my surprise,
the architectural style in the capital was quite different. The
stone was no longer the peach of the Duchy of Beechwood but a pale
grey, though they used the same blue slate on the roofs. Instead of
only the main roads having bioplas surfaces, all the roads were
paved and surfaced. Set bioplas held the surface together and
deadened the noise, so it was surprisingly quiet despite all the
people and wheeled transport. You could hear people’s voices over
the hum of wheels and the soft thud of hooves. It was very busy,
unsettling but exciting. I’d never seen so much traffic, but the
main road we were on was wide enough that our military escort could
force other travellers to the inside lane without causing chaos.
Nobody was supposed to stop in the main streets, Saraia told me,
and deliveries were in the alleyways or at specified times.

“Have to be
rules,” she said, “or the city would stop moving.” There were
hundreds of shops. I couldn’t imagine how they all made money. They
seemed to sell everything I could imagine, and several things I
couldn’t. It took me a few moments to figure out what a foundation
garment was, and likewise instrument fitting was something I
couldn’t imagine at first. Despite the crowds, I wanted to get out
and walk along, but for now was whisked along at a spanking trot,
the soldiers all around the coach, and the continual cry,

“Make way! Make
way for the Crown!” Passers-by looked at me, and I could see them
wondering who I was. I felt a little apologetic, as if I should
shout,

“I’m nobody!
Sorry!”

 


 


****

 



Chapter 4 - The
Green Dragon Citadel, Peterhaven, Sendren

There was a steep
ascent to the citadel gate and the road did several switchbacks,
the horses snorting and blowing, leaning into the traces. I could
see why they said the citadel couldn’t be taken. In each direction
hundred-foot cliffs topped by high walls stopped any attacker, and
you weren’t going to make it up the exposed and winding direct
road, where a defender could simply lob rocks at you until you gave
up or were squashed beyond redemption. And this was the low side,
it was even higher on the other. In event of invasion, everyone in
the kingdom was supposed to withdraw to specified fortresses like
this one. The gate guards knew Fenric and despite the security
emergency waved us through on his cognisance. They called him
colonel, although he was only wearing a captain’s stars.

“Is Fenric a
colonel?” I said. “He looks too young.” He did look youngish for
that rank, thirty at a guess, but I was fishing for information
because I thought him most impressive. Despite my aversion to the
army, I wanted to be Fenric in some ways, all big, bluff, and
fierce, with eyes that stared right through a person. It wasn’t
sexual at all. I just admired him immensely.

“Aye,” said
Azrael, sounding proud, “only thirty-three, but he was a full
colonel in the Army of the North. He won the Black Dragon for
exceptional bravery in a covert operation, twice. His captain’s
stars now are because he’s captain of our personal security.” I
looked impressed. I was, and struck by a case of hero worship of my
own. Two Black Dragons? I resolved to see if he might talk about
it, though from my experience with others I guessed it was probably
too soon.

The coach moved
through the gate and into a series of hairpin bends that were
easier on the horses. Azrael pointed out the stables on the right.
On the left, and proceeding up the hill, were a series of large
buildings. Going back up the hill, the old fort, the new fort, and
then the citadel were all connected by various walkways and paths,
with high front facades dotted with wide balconies and terraces
that supported even more plant life. I wondered how many full-time
gardeners they needed.

“They have a
guidebook to help you find your way round,” said Saraia, “but there
are basic rules. Meals and the bathhouses are in the citadel.
Unless your servant arranges otherwise. Do you know where you’re
staying?”

“No,” I said,
looking up at the biggest series of edifices I’d seen in my life,
and feeling about knee-high to a grasshopper. The Citadel Hill
complex made Sunderland Castle look small and dowdy. Saraia’s voice
broke into my thoughts,

“Come with us,
we can find out. Administration has an office right near the front
of the citadel, they should know.”

“Where are you
staying?” I said, without thinking, and then felt my cheeks get a
little hot. I hadn’t meant to sound so personal. “I mean
generally,” I added.

“I believe I’m
in the North Tower,” she said, smiling, “which is up on the left
hand side of the citadel from here. Azrael will be housed in the
main citadel building, what they call the Queens Mews, but close to
me. At least, that’s what the king promised.”

We alit from
the coach under the watchful eye of a towering dragon statue, all
green with verdigris, and the king himself was there. I didn’t know
him but people were Your Majesty’ing him, so it was obvious. A
servant took my bag and disappeared up into the citadel. I waited
politely with the rest. The king embraced Azrael, then he and
Saraia were icily polite to each other. Azrael and the king were
the same colouring, black hair and blue eyes, though the king’s
hair was greying. I guessed the monarch was maybe five-feet-four
and stocky, carrying fifty pounds more than he should, whereas
Azrael was my height, about six feet, and lean. The king was
half-whispering and wearing a scarf round his neck, as if he had
laryngitis. To top off the effect, the whites of his blue eyes were
bright red. It made him seem quite bizarre. Like a very camp and
possibly mad uncle, of which I had a surfeit. As usual at family
events, I ignored strangeness and kept smiling.

Inbreeding
brings madness, as Mother always said, both kinds.
Mad-but-not-dangerous, and mad-and-dangerous. I wondered if the
king was one of the latter. Meanwhile, His Majesty finished
greeting Azrael, and Saraia introduced Master Polo Shawcross, late
of Lower Beech.

“Tess
Casterton’s boy, sire.” The king turned and to my surprise, gave me
a hug. I wasn’t so surprised that I didn’t politely hug him back.
He let go and stepped back.

“Galaia
preserve me,” he said with a big smile, “so you’re Tess’s son. I
remember when she was less than your age, doesn’t seem possible
she’s mother of such a strapping lad. How is she?”

“Mother’s well,
Your Majesty. She sends her best wishes, as does my father, and
we’re all very grateful for your hospitality.” He gave me a
friendly slap on the shoulder.

“Nonsense,”
said the king, “my home is your home, Polo, and you’re to call me
Uncle Theo. After all, we’re family.”

“Thank you,
Uncle Theo,” I said, “I’d also like to say how sorry I am about
your son.”

“Thank you,
Polo,” said the king, “it’s a terrible business.”

****

The king ushered us up
the stairs, and we began talking about a recent cavalry battle that
was in the news, up in the north, where our General Slade had won a
great victory.

I was swept
along on a tide of servants and courtiers, up the stairs and
through the huge open doors. The architecture was impressive and
the decor overwhelming. If Azrael and I weren’t dressed much the
same, in casual trousers and jackets matched with jumpers and
shirts with plain shoes, I’d have felt horribly underdressed, along
with overwhelmed. Men were wearing silk and satin, not to mention
beaded shoes. The women were likewise done up in finery. We were
ushered into the Peacock Dining Room, where morning tea was being
served. Saraia excused herself, and the king had Azrael and I sit
with him. First, they brought round hot damp towels, and everyone
sighed happily, wiping their hands and faces.

It was at once
a dizzying pleasure and a nightmare, the business of trying not to
swear, to eat with my mouth closed, make polite chat, keep my
elbows in, and not be a pig. I don’t think I managed the latter. An
ordinary, fit young man, I could eat most of a horse at a sitting.
Servants kept coming past with trolleys filled with irresistible
delicacies. They seemed to take it personally if one didn’t try the
particular morsels they offered.

There were tiny
open sandwiches, bursting with tangy flavours, in delicate
mouthful-sized bites. It was the first time I tasted smoked salmon,
which was presented on caraway-scented rye bread, with soft cream
cheese, little capers, tiny sprigs of dill, and a delicate saucing
of lemon juice. One of my favourites was lean bacon dressed with
maple syrup, on buttered brown bread. I ate fat golden pork pies,
creamy stuffed vol-au-vents, and various unctuous pates with either
toast or crackers. The chicken liver pate with port was rich and
smooth, decorated with slivers of cucumber and sliced radish. There
were even bite-size scotch eggs made, so the servant told me, from
the boiled eggs of bantams, rolled in spiced pork and breadcrumbs
then fried. A delicate arrangement of cheese, pickles, vegetable
flowers, and cold meats on a platter was pressed into my willing
hands. I finished one of those, then the corned beef sandwiches
came past, the beef was just warm enough to be melting the butter,
said the servant, trying to tempt me, smeared with a nice dollop of
tangy mustard pickle. I had several.

As I relaxed, I
realised not everyone was that dressed up. Some were obviously in
from a ride or a spar, sweaty and due a shower, though their riding
clothes were so beautifully-made and of such high quality cloth, it
looked as if they were ready for a formal event. I commented on the
tailoring of people’s casual clothes, and Azrael mentioned that
lunch and dinner meant dressing up, but breakfast and teas allowed
a less formal dress.

The servants
were very friendly, and explained everything in voices low enough
that other people didn’t hear. I watched what people did, and
copied. The other Blood were wearing a bizarre range of fashions,
including an old man dressed as a woman, who gravely offered
flowers from a carried bouquet. As I watched, a servant replenished
the bouquet, and I was told the man was known as Old Galaia, after
the Goddess of the World, but used to be a duke in the south of
Sendren. His son was steward there until the old man died.
Meantime, Old Galaia stayed in Peterhaven, along with several of
his family. I didn’t know how the king stood it, with the Court,
visitors, and the mad thronging around all the time. And the women
throwing themselves at him while men did the same, only with less
cleavage. I didn’t know how a man stood that, it was unsettling. I
didn’t mind being popular, or even notorious because of who I was,
but not because of a title. Old Galaia skipped up and gave me a
carnation. I thanked him, and smelled the flower, a pretty soft
pink ruffled head.

“Blessings of
the goddess upon you, my son,” the old man said in a high-pitched
voice. I was prepared to feel sorry for him, but his face was so
suffused with joy I figured he might be misguided and mad, but he
was at least beyond any pain.

“And with you,
goddess,” I said, imitating what others said to him, and not
wanting to be rude. The carnation had such a sweet scent.

“Hothouse
flowers,” said the servant. “The palace supplies them for Herself,
lordship. Never let anyone tell you Himself has no heart.”

“It’s alright
for,” I said, and hesitated, “Old Galaia to be running around?”

“Herself is
mad-but-not-dangerous, lordship,” the man said. “A fair number of
them here, but they’re safe, plenty of staff to keep an eye on
them, and meals being a distance from the new fort, the visitors
have to walk for their food, so it keeps them fit. Only the very
infirm get housed nearer meals.”

Right then, one
of the palace cats attacked Galaia’s fluttering dress, bringing
her, or him, down as neatly as a leopard with a gazelle. Galaia
squawked, and the cat hooked its claws around the goddess's leg
then bit down hard on the back of her calf. Servants rushed to lend
a hand, and unhooked the cat to eject it, over the protests of
several of the Blood saying oh, let the poor beast stay. The
servants were not swayed, there being rules. Cats weren’t supposed
to be let in the food rooms when there was food in there. “Place
would be overrun with vermin, lordship,” said the servant, “without
the cats, but you know how cats are, they aren’t like dogs, you
can’t train the killer out of them.”

“They’re
dangerous to people?” He laughed.

“No, lordship,”
he said, trying to stop, “they just spike you with a claw every so
often, as cats do.” I pretended I hadn’t thought it was anything
more. The place was fraught with ways to embarrass myself. In Lower
Beech, I knew the rules. It was up to me to break them if I wished,
but I knew them. Here, I hadn’t a clue. And I wasn’t wearing an
armband.

Everyone was
wearing white armbands or ribbons. I wondered about twisting my
handkerchief round my arm, but then there would be nothing to blow
my nose on. Mother had provided me with spares, but those had done
duty mopping up body fluids in the coach. I paused to clean off a
platter with some glace fruit and cheeses. I was almost ready to
stop eating before the food ran out, though there was no sign of
that, which seemed very decadent. On the farm, I might have some
fruitcake and a cup of coffee for morning tea.

The gossip was
all about the Crown Prince being assassinated. People were
pretending it was a tragedy then saying well, it was for the best,
he was a drinker you know. Except the king, he seemed genuinely
upset over his son.

I didn’t really
care. I hadn’t known my third cousin once-removed, or whatever he
was, the late Crown Prince Perry, though I felt sorry for the king.
Despite the scope for embarrassment, I could see I’d landed on my
feet. Polo Shawcross was in a king’s palace, surrounded by the
beautiful and wealthy. Mother said people were prettier in the
capital, and I had to agree. Everyone was wearing expensive fabrics
that clung to their bodies in fetching ways. The king, though quite
heavy, didn’t look so, his clothes beautifully tailored to flatter
him and fool the eye of the onlooker. Though I was careful not to
stare, looking at everyone was quite fascinating.

It occurred to
me that this one time my parents and Grandmama Daeva were right.
Sending me here was a good idea. The Royal Court was exactly where
I should be, among my own kind. If I had half the sense I was born
with, I should probably find a wealthy woman. Not yet, it could
wait for a couple of years. For now, I should enjoy myself. Wasn’t
that what people always said? Sow your wild oats while you’re
young, before you’re tied down with responsibilities and a family.
As I didn’t want the latter, I reminded myself to get in a stock of
condoms.

Meantime, I had
to try some tarts, sweet custard in pastry, topped with various
fruits, set in jellied glazes. That was it for me, I hoped, and
tried not to catch the eye of the man rolling a creaking trolley
past, laden with a range of cream-filled cakes and buns. The king
was called away, and Azrael was busy with a horde of young women
trying to chat him up. I wandered about, pausing to speak to people
as politely as I knew how. Most commonly I was asked,

“And whose
child are you?” I would explain my mother was a Casterton, and
they’d nod wisely. Saraia caught my eye from across the room, and
smiled gently. With a smile, I nodded respectfully back, as
befitted a fifteen-year-old boy and not as a lover might. I looked
over, saw Azrael, and he saw me. He raised his eyebrows, mimed a
smoke, and jerked his head. Then he started moving, leaving the
girls pouting, and I went after him. Once out the door, he stopped
and waited.

“Hey Polo,” he
said, and grinned. I didn’t grin back. I wasn’t angry, just
curious.

“Hey Al,” I
said, “or should I call you Azrael now?” He gave me a penitent
look.

“Sorry I lied
back at the library. Azrael is my name. Please don’t call me Az, I
can’t stand it.” He gave me a cheeky grin. “You can call me Al when
you’re mad with me. Come on, we’ll go for a pipe.”

We walked along
a corridor, and I tried to keep breathing. The citadel was designed
to awe the visitor, and the corridor was so ornate and wide that,
although larger than life-size statuary and paintings decorated the
sides, there was still room to drive a coach down the middle. There
were clusters of chairs for those too exhausted by the distances.
Tables with little stores of stationery, trays of water jugs with
glasses, and so many flowers that the air was heady with their
scents. Every so often, a plain white door signalled an entry into
the servant ways. The high barrel-vaulted ceiling was covered with
murals and plasterwork, the walls with paintings and tapestries, a
surfeit of gold leaf everywhere. Most of the artworks featured
dragons, especially the battle scenes, which meant they depicted
events at least seven hundred years ago, before Dragon went to
Redoubt.

From even
longer ago, a white marble statue of Galaia about to merge with the
World, larger than life-size, her decaying beauty covered with a
veil, starflowers springing up from her tears, and I remembered the
line from the Book of Thet. “And Galaia wept.” The sculpture
was in marble, which I found amazing, as the result was almost
fluid. How could you make stone look like that?

The tearoom had
been spectacular, all blue, gold, and white, the servants bustling
about dressed in various shades of grey edged with red piping,
protected by white aprons. The citadel guards wore grey with black
trim. It made it easy to spot the guards from Sunderland Castle, as
they were now wearing all black with green. We didn’t get far
before a squad of six caught up with us. Captain Fenric was with
them.

“Told you,” he
said to Azrael, sounding snappy, “do not go without us.”

“Oh sorry,
Fenric,” he said, “I wanted to get out for a smoke. You met
Polo?”

“Aye,” he said,
nodding to me, “in a way.”

“Hello again,”
I said, wondering if I should offer my hand. He stood over me
slightly, and I didn’t offer.

“Just so you
can’t say you didn’t know,” said Fenric to me, “his father was
killed, and we don’t know if there’s anyone else involved-”

“That’s
nobody’s fault except Grandpa’s,” said Azrael, and turned to me.
“During the interrogation, he got too close to the assassin, who
was chained, and the man got one of the chains round his neck.”

“No?” I said.
That explained the king’s eyes.

“Aye,” said
Fenric, “nearly strangled Himself, and I had to clout the man, so
we don’t know if his story about working alone was true, since he’s
dead now.” I whistled.

“I was
wondering what happened to the king,” I said. They nodded.

“He’s also got
a mark round his throat,” Azrael said, “that’s why he’s wearing a
scarf.”

“Anyway,” said
Fenric, “Azrael here needs protection, always. So you two don’t
sneak off.” The heir to the throne looked innocent. “He’s as
slippery as an eel, Polo, so I’ll appeal to you. Encourage him to
get us before you go anywhere. Or, believe me, anything happens to
him, I’ll hunt you down.” I believed him. “We won’t interfere with
what you do,” Fenric went on, “but we have to protect Sendren’s
only heir.”

“I’m not a
child, Fenric,” said Azrael. Fenric rolled his eyes.

“Technically,
Highness, you are. You can’t even inherit for two years. And your
father’s not in the ground yet, so I’ll thank you to try to stay
alive until your next birthday.” Azrael laughed.
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