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Chapter One

Friends and Enemies

My name is Daven Carrickson, son of shamed Carrick the Thief—called Daven of Terrailles in mockery, called Daven of Teelevon in celebration, called Prince of Chaos by men and monsters.  In the spring of my seventeenth year, when I was a shepherd called only Daven, the Third Dragonswarm began in my world.

On a pretty spring day early in the month of Korhah, I stood with sword in hand on a grassy hillside and faced a tall and angry opponent.  Sweat burned my eyes and I could taste it salty on my lips.  I blinked, and the glistening beads on my eyelashes flashed momentarily in the bright sun.  Then he advanced, and I stepped quickly to the right, then fell back a pace.  My muscles burned despite the chill breeze that brought goose bumps to my arms.  I started to turn, feinted slightly and whirled the other direction.  Two quick steps.  I counted time by the thud of my heartbeat in my ears, the thud of quick feet on the grassy turf.  Timing was everything—timing and terrain.  My eyes darted to the edge of the little brook, slippery mud that he always forgot, but it was too far for me to press him now.  Too far for my failing strength.

He attacked, quick and vicious, and I fell back half a step before I stopped him.  His arms were stronger than mine, his energy new.  My side ached, my head throbbed.  I sighed, flowed as I sighed, and barely avoided a wild swing.  Then a desperate smile stole across my lips—a smile he could not see with his shoulder turned away—and I brought my sword up quickly.  Falling forward, twisting, I lashed out and caught him just beneath the shoulder, felt the resistance against the tip of my weapon just as I crashed against the unforgiving ground.   For a long while I lay there, trying to catch my breath, trying to ignore the pain in my shoulder, before finally rising to one knee, my sword grounded before me for support.  I forced a smile, forced myself to breathe evenly, forced myself to stability as the cold wind danced across my aching body.  My toes were in the brook, and I could feel the cold water seeping through old and worn leather.

Very, very slowly then the victory seeped into me.  I had won, again, and the fight was done.  Cooper stood above me now, frozen mid-stride and glaring at me hatefully.  He should have won that round, and he knew it as well as I.  A single point of brilliant blue light shone just below his shoulder, bright even in the afternoon sun.  Wisps of yellow and white light trailed along his sleeves and chest, and mine as well, but the blue was the death shot, marking my victory.  The same magic that made the air dance with color held him motionless, and the anger in his eyes made me glad of those few moments to catch my breath.

Slowly and unsteadily I pushed myself up.  “It was a good fight, Coop.”  The anger in his eyes never changed.  “You did well.  I got lucky.”  He said nothing, so I counted the seconds beneath my breath and reached out to steady him when the spell expired.  He fell against my arm, but instead of catching his balance he threw himself forward, hurling me down to the ground beside him.  He grimaced when his shoulder struck the earth, but there was satisfaction in his eyes.  A small victory, a something, a bit of honor stolen.

I ground my teeth at the pain, but forced myself to calm because I was too tired to do anything else.  Groaning, I pushed myself up again, rose and leaned against the ancient oak as I brushed some of the dirt and grass from my clothes.  In a mocking tone, Cooper said angrily, “Yeah.  Good fight.”  After a moment I stepped away from the tree, knelt and washed my face in the cold brook.  I rested there for a moment before turning to scoop up my battered sword and carefully sheathing it.  There were already soft footsteps on the turf as two of the others stepped forward to take their turn, so I stepped quickly out of the sparring area.

Cooper was sitting now among the other boys, gnawing a bit of dried venison and nodding at whatever they were talking about.  Most of them were sitting on a rough-hewn wooden bench that Cooper’s dad had made for us.  Cooper was sitting on a large stone in front of it, which left me only a place on the grass.  At Cooper’s feet.  I sighed and turned toward the road.

Bron yelled to me, “Daven, where you going?”

I answered him over my shoulder, “Back to Jemminor’s.  I’ve gotta water the flock before dinner.”  I stopped, a cruel smile stealing across my lips, “Good luck against Kyle.”

They all laughed, then, and I almost decided to stay and watch that fight, but I had four wins for the day and those were points hard earned.  That was some honor.  I wasn’t about to give that up by sitting on the grass before them.  So I turned back down the graveled path, forgotten among the jibes at poor Bron, and headed for my master’s house.  

He was my master by choice—my employer—and I was a shepherd by choice, which still surprises some people.  To me it was an opportunity to be free.  I worked through the morning and afternoon out in the grassy hills of the luxurious Terrailles province.  I walked where the herds walked, watched over them and chased off any predators or poachers—though both were few in this land.  I had a home in my master’s house, a place at his servant’s table and regular meals.  More important by far, I had evenings off to practice the sword.

It had taken months to teach the other village boys what I knew, months more before any of us were good enough to practice with real weapons, but now we met almost daily.  I taught them forms, and they taught me treachery.  We fenced sometimes—the careful and polite sport of the capitol’s nobility—but far more often we fought, a frightening blur of muscle and motion, of anger and desperation.  All of it was governed by a little spell that I had brought with me—a child’s enchantment, a referee and scorekeeper in the middle air.  I had brought them together, and I dreamed that among that little group of boys I was king—or general, perhaps, of a ragged little army of miscreants.  They didn’t know—especially Cooper, whose family had a name—but I considered myself their liege, and they respected me as no one else had in my whole life.

At Jemminor’s farm, I watered the sheep.  It was heavy work, lugging bucket after bucket of water from well to trough, but it was work I did twice a day.  The work of a shepherd is walking and carrying, and I had grown strong over years of it.  The meal of a shepherd is feast, compared with that of a beggar boy in the capitol, and I had grown soft on too many of them, but I enjoyed that gentle luxury at the servant’s table.  I fell asleep on a soft bed under new quilts, and dreamed of being a soldier.  It was a quiet life, and I loved it.

*   *   *   *   *

A shepherd’s day begins before the dawn, and starts off with the smell of honey and oats—for the sheep, not the shepherd.  I dumped several handfuls of sweet grain in a trough near the saltlick, then filled it the rest of the way with dry hay from the barn.  The sheep came crowding in before I was done, pressing hard against my hips and legs, but I shoved between them to drop the last of the hay in the trough, then waded back out.

The day was bright and warm, and I spent long hours out in the hills with no one for company but the milling flocks.  I stared up at the blue sky as soft white clouds drifted slowly by.  I ran my hands through the waist-high meadow grasses as I strolled, a hundred sheep around me.  I sat for an hour on a cool, mossy stone beside a quiet brook and listened to its bubbling.  I enjoyed the silence, enjoyed the peace, but all day I felt the evening calling me forward.  My hands strayed often to my belt, but the sword wasn’t there.  I had work to do yet, but the evening’s fight called me on.  I smiled, and waited.  My everyday.

When I climbed the short hill outside of town at the end of the day, though, I was disappointed.  I was half an hour late, and all the others were there already, but there was no sound of clattering blades, no shouts of encouragement or rage.  I stepped up into our clearing and found them all sitting on the bench or spread in the grass around it, leaning forward with elbows on knees and listening intently to Cooper, who sat on the stone before them and spoke with solemn grandeur.

As I approached, Kyle tossed me a soft roll without ever looking away from Cooper.  I caught it and took a bite as I moved closer, curious.  I stepped up next to Bron and nudged him and he scooted over, crowding Kyle but making enough room for me on the bench.  Just as I sank down, though, something Cooper was saying caught my attention.

“What?” I said, glaring at him suspiciously, “What about the Guard?”

Several of the boys scowled at me at the interruption, but in a moment their eyes swiveled back to Cooper, waiting excitedly for his answer.  He only laced his fingers behind his head and gave me a very satisfied smile, lips pressed tight.  

Kyle finally threw his hands up in frustration and said, “Coop’s going to join the Guard!  His dad gave him permission, and he leaves next Kingsday!”  His eyes shone with excitement, they were all almost shaking with excitement for the dirty braggart.

I felt my heart sink.  “Nothing so special about that,” I grumbled.  “Not so fun being in the Guard.”  Every eye was on me again, most of them wide in disbelief.  I shrugged, “It’s a lot of work, they say, and hardly any excitement at all.”

Cooper grinned, but Bron seemed offended.  “Get real, Daven.  It’s the biggest thing that’s ever happened to any of us!  He’s leaving, he’s going to see the world.”  For a moment he lost his intensity, gazing dreamily up at the clouds, but then he shoved me lightly and I slipped off the end of the bench, “You’d be ecstatic if it were you.  You’ve always wanted to join the Guard.”

I opened my mouth to answer but Cooper interrupted.  “Guard wouldn’t have him.  He’s got no family, no name, no skills.  Leave the boy alone, Bron, he’s just a little jealous.”

I was already on my feet, and in an instant I whirled on him, my rage erupting.  “My skills dropped you dead yesterday, Cooper, and you know it.  After winning three other fights that day, too!  I—”

“You cheated!”  He roared, leaping to his feet.  “If you’d fought fair I would have torn you apart!”

Kyle laughed uneasily, “Come on, Cooper.  Calm down.  Daven’s never cheated, he’s just fast…” He pressed a hand against his side where I’d accidentally bruised him the day before, winced, and continued.  “Calm down, both of you.  It’s all just a game.”

I took a step back and placed my hand on the hilt of my sword, my chest swelling in my fury.  “It is a game.  Maybe.  Here.  But in the Guard it will be real, and the first time you get a break from building roads, Cooper, the first time you face an enemy with a sword you’re going to die.  Or maybe you’ll remember your fights with me and turn and run.”

“Hah!”  He rose gracefully, slowly like a cat uncurling, and I saw the shiny hilt of a new sword at his side.  He hooked a thumb behind his belt.  “Your lessons amount to a reminder: real foes cheat.”

My voice dropped to a whisper, “I never cheat.”

He shouted, “You always cheat!”  He took a moment to calm down, but said with heat still in his voice, “It takes honor to stand.  It takes honor to face the charge.  You run and sneak and hide and attack from behind and the sides like a coward—” he hesitated only a second, but his cruel eyes were locked on mine when he added, “like a criminal.”

I bit back my anger, forced myself to stillness before I answered.  When I did, it was in a normal voice.  “There is one thing you always forget, Cooper.”  I turned to the others, slipping unconsciously into my lecturing voice as I repeated words I’d told them time and again.  “When you face a stronger opponent or a larger opponent, remember this: you rarely win a game of subtlety with a brash charge.”

“You listen to me—” He stomped over to me and grabbed the front of my shirt in a strong fist, pulling me around to face him, “This is not a game to be won whatever the cost.  This is a nobleman’s sport, and you corrupt it when you…you…”

Bron said in a tired voice, “Coop, we don’t even fence that much.  We fight, and that’s not a nobleman’s sport.  And Daven does it right.  Just let it go.  Here, on this field, he’s the best of us.”

Cooper spat over my shoulder, “Shut up, you!  He’s the least among us!”

Bron’s voice was cold, “If you mean in wealth, you’ve got it and I don’t think he’d argue.  But if you’re talking skill with a sword…that boy’ll probably still be better’n you even after the Guard teaches you how to do it right.”  For a long time Cooper only glared at him over my shoulder, and knowing Bron he met the stare levelly.  After a minute he added, “The boy’s just good.”

Cooper opened his mouth to respond when a stern, dark voice fell among us, “Better than a Guard training, eh?”  There was a slightly foreign lilt to the words, but more compelling was the authority and power behind that voice.  Coop looked over his shoulder, and then his jaw dropped and he let go of me.  I took a quick step away, then turned to see who had spoken so.

A man stood just at the head of the little gravel footpath, his shadow darkening the ground between us.  His condescending gaze ran over the line of boys seated on the bench, then back to Cooper and me.  Finally he gestured at me with the riding crop he was carrying, “You’re more skilled than a Guardsman?  Eh?”

The crimson sun behind him buried his features in darkness, leaving him terrible in appearance.  His face was narrow and bony, his eyes deep and lost in shadow.  His lips were twisted in a mocking smile as he took one long, fearsome step forward.  His clothes were much finer than any worn by the people of the village, but my eyes were locked on the heavy broadsword that hung on his belt.  

When I did not answer, he seemed to grow impatient.  “Well, you are the boy Daven, no?”  I only stared at him, not comprehending, and he seemed to grow angry.  “Answer me, boy!  You are Daven, son of Carrick the Thief, correct?”  I flinched at the name he used, but after a moment I stammered an answer, nodded, and he seemed to relax a little.

“I have come a very long way to find you, Daven, and I arrive to hear untrained, commoner filth insulting an anointed initiate of the Royal Guard?”  Suddenly I noticed the greens and browns of his uniform, the crest on his shoulder, and recognized him for a Green Eagle, a member of the king’s elite guard.  With that recognition came terror.  In his reprimand, in his eyes, in his stance I saw a man ready to do battle.  My mind froze in fear.

“Have you anything to say in defense of yourself, peasant?”  I took a step back, the harsh bark of the old oak tree biting my back through the thin cotton work shirt.  There was nowhere to retreat.  “Have you no answer, no reason for your arrogance?”  I looked around, but could find no retreat.  My friends all sat staring in awed surprise, Cooper with a satisfied grin across his face.  I wanted to scream at them all, to beg for help, to run, but I was bound in place by the terrible presence of that man.

As if he could feel my terror the soldier grinned, slowly reaching to unclasp his cloak.  With calm, deliberate movements he folded the cloak twice and set it on the stone Coop had vacated.  Then he turned to me again, casually drew his sword from its sheath, and settled into a ready posture.  He looked like death.

For a moment I only stared at him, then I stammered, “This…this is madness!”  The arm holding my sword trembled, a muscle in my leg twitched.  Terrified, I tried to face him.  “Madness.”

“Madness?”  A cloud passed over his face, but his voice was calm, “This is training.  I will show you what the Royal Guard teaches a man to do with a sword.  Raise your weapon, boy.”  These last words were spoken in so cold and terrible a voice that I felt my heart go cold. I lifted my sword, struggling to hold it steady as I backed away from the terrible man, into our clearing.  I was still mumbling incoherent arguments, but my mind was numb.  Everything felt numb.  

For a long minute I stood there in the middle of the circle, then as he took a step toward me I spoke the words of long habit, “Watch over us, keep score for us, decide for us.”  The soldier tilted his head in curiosity as I spoke the words, then he chuckled.

“You say a prayer for yourself, too?  I should expect as much from such an arrogant fool.  Well, say your prayers, boy, so we may begin.”  I had no response to that, but it mattered little.  I fell into the stance I had learned, shoulder and elbow in line with the soldier, narrow blade held blocking everything from my waist to my eyes.  He took a place in front of me, body turned differently and both hands gripping the short hilt of his broadsword.  Gavin always liked to play at two-handed weapons, but I knew my victories over his clumsy thrashing were no preparation at all for the style of a true soldier.

He flexed his arms, stretching, then relaxed into a ready stance.  “You have the skills of a Guardsman, boy?  You will live through your first encounter?”  My eyes went wide, and he nodded knowingly, “Ah, yes, I heard it all.  You’re an arrogant one, for the beggar son of a thief.  They think highly of you, though.”  His eyes flitted to the bench behind me, and then he shrugged.  “We shall see.”  Like a whisper he glided across the grass, flowing first to one side and then the other, and at the last moment his blade darted out and crashed against my own, flinging it from my hand.  The soldier stopped then in amazement, his weapon grounded before him.

For a long moment he stared at me, then shouted in rage, “What was that?”  He raised his arm so that the tip of his sword rested just against my breastbone and spoke in a quiet voice more terrible than the shout, “Retrieve your weapon, child, that we may finish this.  I mean to see these skills you value so highly.”

“But…but sir,” I stammered, struggling to make words, “Sir I cannot fight you!  How could I?  It is…” but I stopped, afraid to speak the simple truth, that this was madness.  Afraid of his response.   He heard the words I did not speak, though, and a cruel smile tugged at his lips.  

In an almost theatrical voice, he said, “You will retrieve your weapon, boy, and I will finish this lesson.  Your pride should not go unchallenged.”

I turned away from him, almost hopeful he would cut me down from behind and end this nightmare charade, but when I held my sword once more and turned to face him he was only waiting.  I lifted the sword again, but this time I could not hold it steady.  Fear set my arm to trembling, and in my fear I squeezed the hilt too tightly.  The muscles in my legs and stomach were tense.  Everything was wrong, but I knew no way to make it right.  I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on the terrain.  He stood a pace closer to the brook than Cooper had yesterday, but there was no way I could force him back.  I had at least ten paces to the edge of the clearing, but he could easily press me so far.  The tree was to my right, his left, so it would hamper my swing much more than his.  I tried to clear my mind, to release myself to the habits of the fight, but terror kept intruding.

He raised an eyebrow at me, smile still on his lips.  Then suddenly he lunged, the tip of his sword just barely striking the middle of my blade, and I responded perfectly.  Half a step retreat, withdraw and replace the blade, setting it familiarly instead of responding to his beat.  He nodded, ever so slightly, and came at me again, this time swinging a wide and powerful swipe that would have caught my sword near the hilt, but I dipped low and reached for his wrist.  I recognized the practice forms he was using against me, and instinctively responded.  He was teaching me a lesson from the fourth chapter of my book.

I relaxed a little, then.  He had said he intended me to have a lesson, to see my skills, and that was just what he was doing.  Perhaps, I thought as I parried a half-hearted thrust, perhaps I could impress him, too.  As I fell back a step I noticed my left foot slid a little too easily over the grass and remembered the splash of the stream in spring slicked the ground over here.  I adjusted for it, retreated another step, always parrying his blows.  Maybe if I did well, I could get invited to join the Guard myself.  Right in front of all of them, as I fought a Green Eagle.

I built the daydream in my head as he pressed me back, but as I retreated I slowly, subtly moved with the hope of placing the tree at his disadvantage.  White light danced around the back of my right hand and fingers and I realized there was a very light trickle of blood running down to my wrist.  I checked quickly, trying to see two things at once, and saw several tiny nicks on my wrist as well, and one on my shoulder.  Of course, there were no marks on my opponent.  

I focused too much on these little injuries and was caught by surprise when he suddenly fell back, then came on me á flêche, darting forward and lunging with a low cut that scored my hip.  I felt blood flow there, damping my leggings, and there was a flash of yellow at the hit.  For a moment the soldier looked puzzled, but he pressed his attack, and I fell back quickly.  I skipped to the side as he made a move from chapter six, then came back with a variation on the normal riposte that nicked the edge of his hand.  His brows came down, and he came forward.

He cut me again, on my right shoulder, and I ran to escape the next strike.  I dove, rolled, and came up just in time to block another attack, but his blade moved like lightning and he nicked me twice more before I found a defensive posture.  He pushed me back with textbook maneuvers and battered through my defenses without apparent effort.  It seemed that every time he swung he cut me somewhere, small wounds, just enough to draw blood.  Each time he cut me I felt the little pain, and each time he blinked in confusion at the sparkle of white or yellow, but pressed on with his attack.  They were fierce, vicious thrusts to penetrate the ward of my spell, but I had expected such from him.  He was a man trained to kill.

And suddenly I saw it coming.  I was still clinging to my daydream, still hoping to somehow impress him, but as the blood flowed and sweat burned in the hundred little nicks and cuts, suddenly I realized that he was tired of the game.  Tired of testing my skills, tired of impressing these village brats, and most of all tired of using up his great honor on a punk like me.  I could see the end of his patience in his eyes, and see his solution to that, too.  One, two, three strokes away and he would finish me and be done with the bother.

I parried a shoulder cut that nearly knocked me down, then retreated from a stop-thrust.  He came at me again, and I fell back, farther and farther, desperately hoping to somehow keep him at bay for a moment more.  I wanted to find some way to impress him still, some crazy way to win, but he was overwhelming me now at every pass.  I fell back, almost running backward, and he pursued me like a thunderstorm.  Then I felt my foot start to slip on the wet grass and had only a moment to realize I had come too close to the stream, before both my legs went out from under me.  I landed hard, and as my feet shot out in front of me I felt them connect with his ankles, and he began to fall. The soldier had no time to respond, no idea how.  His arm was drawn back for a killing blow but as he came falling forward he tried to bring the sword down, his instincts curling him into a midair turn that aimed his shoulder for my stomach.

Desperately I threw my hands up to try to catch him, crossing my arms before my face, and as he hit me I felt the sword knocked from my clumsy grasp.  His knee smashed hard into my right thigh, his other foot scraping the side of my left calf, but I was most afraid of the weight still hanging above me, of the shoulder to my midsection.  I tensed against his fall, but it never came.

After a moment I opened my eyes and found his, hateful, inches away.  He hung suspended above me, his sword stretched out over my left shoulder and his body almost parallel to the ground.  His lips were curled back in an animal snarl and his eyes flashed madly.  It took me a moment to comprehend, and then I noticed the bright blue line where his neck and shoulder met, searing against his skin.  In his fall he’d struck the blade of my sword and the spell considered it a fatal cut.

I scrambled carefully out from under him, grabbing my sword and hastily backing away.  Even with him frozen in place I could not tear my attention from him.  Suddenly I realized he would not consider my victory an end—when the spell released him he would be on me again, and I would not stand a chance.  The thought drained the last of the excited energy that had driven me.  Weak, empty, I fell to one knee and counted the slow seconds as the spell expired.  I clutched my sword before me, now in both hands, and held it out in a defensive posture.  Any moment now he would be free, and—

“Boy,” his breath was cold death, and I realized he was speaking through the pressure of the spell, “I did not come to kill you, but you will rue this witchcraft!”  He paused, straining to draw breath, and then went on.  “You will regret this.”

My breath caught as the spell expired, and somehow he caught himself short of falling.  Instead he was instantly on his feet, and with a single stride he reached me and shattered my little practice sword with a contemptuous swing.  He pressed the sharp tip of his own weapon against my throat.

“I knew your father was a thief, boy, and I imagined it was for that crime that the magicians tore me from important duties, but now I see a far more terrible sin on your hands.  You have no honor, boy, and you meddle with terrible witchcraft.”  I trembled as I knelt there, afraid to move for fear of that blade against my throat.  I could only stare into his eyes as he spoke his terrible accusations.  “It is a dangerous thing to have such monsters with such power, and you have shown yourself base.  It was wise of them to send me, after all.  Now…tell me something before you die.”

He stared down at me, and I could see my death in his eyes.  He considered me for a moment, and then continued.  “You have studied the blade, boy.”  He paused, and finally I nodded very carefully.  “You have studied and learned something of the ways of the warrior.  Did you learn nothing of honor?”  I could only stare at him, panic building within my chest, but he continued as though I’d confessed to whatever sin he imagined in me.  “You know of honor, I am sure, but you would use this witchcraft against me to save your worthless hide.  You would shame me, you would shame yourself, to buy a minute of life.”

He looked around, over my head toward the bench where my friends had been a few minutes earlier.  A lifetime earlier.  I do not know if they were still seated there, watching in mute horror, or if they had long since fled, but there was no sound behind me.  The soldier looked around carefully, and then returned his attention to me.

The sun set.

He whispered, “Now you will die.”

The sword rose high above his shoulder, still clasped in both hands, and he smiled as he turned to swing it down with all his might.  My eyes were locked on his, his eyes burned into mine for an eternity as that blade fell.  Slowly…so slowly…

And then it stopped.

I stared up at his frozen form for a long time before I realized it was frozen.  I watched the shadows on his face merge, stared into his dark eyes as the last glimmer of day faded, and finally I took another breath, counted another heartbeat.  I was alive, somehow, and he was motionless.  Caught as if by the spell of our training ward, but somehow more thoroughly.  Still I sat staring up at him, awestruck that I was alive, still perhaps unbelieving, until a sound intruded on my thoughts.

At first it was the whisper of clothes, the grinding crunch of footsteps on gravel.  With that intrusion other sounds returned.  I heard the water once more dancing softly to my left, heard the cicadas whistling in the night, and far off the cry of a hunting falcon.  Then I heard a voice, grumbling in complaint and annoyance between panting breaths.  It had nothing of the terror of the soldier before me, but authority enough to shame the other.  Mind still reeling from the terror of my last encounter, I rose slowly and turned toward the path to face this new surprise.  Somewhere deep within my tired mind there was a spark of curiosity.

I saw first some gray hair, and then a round and cheerful face twisted into a grimace.  As he came into view I saw he was wearing a plain gray robe, belted with a silk scarf but otherwise unadorned, and he carried a long, thin staff that he jabbed viciously into the ground at each step.  He was walking quite hurriedly up the hill, and puffing with the effort of it, all the while muttering to himself.

Quite suddenly he caught sight of me, and the soldier frozen behind me, and he stopped short.  He was perhaps a hand shorter than me, but when he stepped forward to face me I felt an instant respect for the man.  His annoyance disappeared in a flash, replaced by a kindly smile as he reached out a hand to clasp my shoulder, “You must be Daven, no?”

For a long while I stood there, blank and silent after that terrible question.  This stranger only stood patiently, squinting at my features by the thin light of the stars.  After a moment he demanded again, “Well, boy, you are Daven?  Daven son of Carrick?”  He caught himself, but I heard the name on his lips.  Carrick the Thief.  I shuddered, afraid of these strangers coming for me in the night.

“I have done no wrong, sir.”

He breathed an exasperated sigh.  “So you are Daven?”  I nodded, afraid, and he continued.  “Good.  Good to hear, boy.  I have come a long way to fetch you—”

His words struck me like blows.  Another stranger come to fetch me, this one clearly no soldier but somehow he frightened me more.  I began to back away from him, stumbling on the ground my feet knew so well.  “I—I have done no wrong,” I stammered.  

“Silly boy!”  He said the words under his breath, but I caught them in the cold night, and they seemed a curse.  Mad with terror I turned to sprint into the darkness, to lose myself in the night, when suddenly his hand fell upon my arm, his breath carrying with it a strange word that meant nothing to me but, at the same time, carried with it a world of meaning.  In the moment, my heart grew calm.

For several heartbeats he stood watching me, warily, but all my fear was gone.  When he was satisfied, he took a step back, releasing me, and continued in a normal voice.  “I have come a long way to fetch you, Daven, and it would not do for you to slip out of my reach now.  I need you to listen to me and to answer my questions.  I hope you will forgive the things I do for need.”

I nodded in agreement, but he wasn’t paying attention.  Instead he stared past my shoulder to the top of the hill.  After a moment he stepped past me and tapped the end of his tall staff on the frozen form of the soldier.  “Why…” he spoke thoughtfully to the night, “Why would Othin behave so?”

The answer sprang unbidden to my lips.  “I offended him, sir.  He was protecting his honor.”

The stranger barked a laugh, but there was something cold in his eyes as he examined the weapon frozen in the soldier’s hand.  “There was no honor in what he did, Daven.  He acted rashly.”  He turned to me then, spoke words that sounded meaningful though they held no significance to me.  “It is never wise for us to punish the weak for the injuries the strong have done us.”

I nodded.

“This,” his attention was on the statue once more, “this was a mistake I should have foreseen.  I regret how close it came to tragedy.  I regret what it put you through.  You—” And then he stopped, and a look of sheer surprise stole across his face.  It seemed so inappropriate, so foreign on his dignified features, and it was quickly lost in a more fitting look of contemplation.  “You are quite a remarkable fighter, Daven.”

He stepped closer to the still form and tapped the extended sword with his staff.  It fell free of the soldier’s grasp, landing with a dull thud in the thick grass.  “In Othin’s homeland there is a tradition, Daven, that when a man loses a duel his only honor is in surrendering his blade.  I believe you have rightfully won this.”

His compliment still hung in my mind, taunting, and I said, “What do you know of my fighting?”

His eyes shone as he turned to me, “When you bend reality, Daven, reality remembers.  I can see much of you in this place and it makes me think perhaps there is a hope after all.  I’ve found you in the nick of time, and it seems you may meet my needs after all.”  His voice trailed off, and after a moment he whirled to face me, nothing more than a shadowy motion in the darkness.  “Come, it is quite late.  Let us finish this discussion at your home.”

He stepped past me and walked confidently along the graveled footpath, down and into the village.  I followed the old man into the night, never doubting he knew the way.

Chapter Two

Leaving Home

The gravel crunched with every step, breaking the silence of the settling night.  Before us and below, Sachaerrich waited in the darkness, probably bustling as its citizens went to their meals though no sound reached us.  Alone, we walked slowly alongside the gentle brook as it bubbled down the hillside.

After a moment the old man spoke.  “Have you enjoyed your stay in Sachaerrich, Daven?”

“It has been nice.”  My legs ached from the brief but frenzied fight, but I tried not to limp as we walked.  By now, the little wounds were nothing more than a distraction as I tried to answer the stranger’s questions. “The village is a quiet place to live.  The people are friendly.”

He looked at me for a moment, considering.  “You have made friends here, then?”

I shrugged. “Friends enough.  Goodman Jemminor provides for me, and there are several of us that play at swords, sometimes.”

He chuckled.  “Play at swords?  You are modest.  Still, it is good to hear you have friends.  Will you miss them when you leave?”

“No.”  I answered without thinking, but after a moment the question struck me as odd.  “Why do you ask?  I’ve nowhere to go…”

“Everyone leaves eventually, Daven.  I imagine you will leave soon.”

I nodded.  Once more silence fell as we trudged on, then the stranger spoke again.  “I am looking for a swordsman, Daven.  I need a young man about your age, who knows how to use a solid weapon but is willing to participate in…nonstandard training.”  He hesitated, his eyes on my face, “Would you be that man?”

For a moment excitement burst within me, like my daydream come true, but I fought it down.  “I am just a shepherd.  The most I’ve ever dreamed of is a place in the Guard.”  My voice sounded gloomy even to my ears.

“And you just proved yourself worthy of one.”  He chuckled, waving vaguely back up the hill behind us.  “You showed yourself worth more than that, even.  You fought a Green Eagle and—”

“I didn’t fight him, though!”  He blinked in surprise at my outburst, and I shrugged, “I mean…I didn’t ever even hit him.  He fell on me.  He fell on me.  It was just a trick of the spell.”

“Ah!”  He said, holding up a finger, “Even the spell commends you, Daven.  That is a surprisingly complex spell for such a young man.  The fact that you can work it—”

“I can’t though.”  I was being rude, interrupting him, but he was trying to call me more than I was.  My father had been the last person to speak to me like that, and his words had all been lies.  I said, “It’s just a little spell.  I bought it for a gold coin from a guy in the City.  He saw my book, and offered it to me.  Anyone can do a spell like that.  It’s just words.”

He looked at me for a moment more, his eyes sharp in the night, and then he said, “Ah.  Well.  True enough.”  But laughter hid in his voice.

We walked in silence again, while the stars came out to shine, and I began to feel bad for arguing like that.  Finally I sighed, and said, “Look, what do you want a swordsman for, anyway?”

His eyes cut to me, a moment’s gaze, and then they were on the road again, but he smiled.  “I wish to try a little project, with the king’s approval.  I mean to make a new kind of soldier, to train a swordsman with some of the skills of magic, and see what he can do.”

My jaw dropped as I turned to him, stopping in my tracks.  “You can do that?  I mean…you can teach someone both?”

He smiled.  “I don’t know.  I mean…yes, it should be possible.  But we’ve not tried it at our Academy yet.”

“Oh.”  I nodded and turned back down the path.  “The Academy.  You’re a Master?”

“Yes…”  He sounded suspicious, and his eyes were on me again.  “Yes, Daven.  I’ve come from the capitol to ask you to be my test subject.  It will be a great opportunity—”

“Thank you,” I said, fighting my own desire, “but no.  The Academy is no place for me.”

“Daven,” he said in a paternal chide that set my teeth on edge, “I will make arrangements.  You will be treated with the utmost—”

“No!”  I shouted, breaking the stillness of the night.  “No, okay!  Do you understand?  They would never accept me there.  Besides…I’m happy enough here.”  He opened his mouth to say more, to argue with me, but I shook my head.  “No.  Thank you for your interest, but I can’t do that.”

After a moment more he shrugged and turned back down the path.  A moment later I followed after, catching up quickly.  We walked in silence most of the way into town before he said quietly, without turning, “There is more to you than your history, Daven.”  I looked at him sharply, anger in my eyes, but he never looked up from the road.  “Since the moment I met you you’ve been thinking of your past—of the terrible stain of your father’s name—and now you’re about to send me away because you think I don’t really want you.  Daven, you have a long life ahead of you, and you must not let those things define you!”  His voice was fierce.

“My life has been nothing but that stain.”  I stomped along beside him for several minutes, but he said nothing.  “I mean it!  My whole life has been dictated by the things my father did.”

“So?”  He still didn’t look at me, but his voice was cutting now.  “Do you really think things are so simple?  Do you really think you can blame all your tomorrows on your yesterdays?  It’s your life, Daven.  It will only be what you make it.”

“Then why am I here?”  I was shouting, somehow, all my control broken by his calm.  “You think I chose this life?  I ran—ran as far as I could—and when I collapsed it was in this village.”

He shrugged, “There’s your beginning.  You can make more of yourself.  You already started, by coming here, and now I am offering you one way to finish that path.  You can choose your own road—make your own, if you have to—and end up where you want to be, not where your strength fails you.”

Again silence.  Finally I asked the question, “Old man, why have you come here tonight?”

“I came for you.”

“The soldier said the same.”

“I came to give you a new life, Daven.  To offer you choices and hope and, if you so desire, all the honor this kingdom has to offer.”

I stopped dead, frustrated.  “But how?”

“From all directions, in the darkness, a great terror approaches this world.”  He looked at me for a moment, reflected starlight blazing in his eyes, then took a step back and continued along the path.  I followed.  “I mean to fight the terror, and I would make a weapon of you.”

“Why would you choose me, though?”

He shrugged, “You have the…very specific qualities that I need.  And, to be frank, you have neither family nor any other obligation to stop you.  And…I would make what amends I can.  However, it would be dangerous.  You would risk your life daily for the sake of your people—”  

I waved aside that warning, “I have always wanted to be a soldier—”

“Oh, you will be more than a soldier, boy.  You will be an army.  You will be a weapon.”

I felt hopeless, but he seemed to want that.  He pressed my weaknesses, offered me my fantasies.  “Why, though?  Why would you give this opportunity to me?”

It took him a while to answer, and even when he did he seemed uncertain.  “There are…costs to what I would put you through.  Expenses too great to ask of a normal man.  I searched long and hard for someone like you, Daven, and when I finally heard of you it was like a blessing, for everything I heard told me you were the perfect child for my designs.”

“Where did you hear of me?  What did you hear?”

“In Chantire the rumors hang as heavy as the stench, you know that.  My searches brought me to those dark streets and I heard of a lonely boy who somehow survived those slums.  I asked questions about this child and learned he loved to practice with a toy sword, that some fire drove him to survive when others like him had given up, and most importantly that he never, never begged or stole for his bread.”

I chuckled darkly.  “What’s called stealing in the rest of the realm isn’t always called stealing in Chantire.”

“It matters not.  The important thing was the determination, the self-reliance.  I heard these beautiful rumors and then finally, at the very last, a drunken driver casually mentioned that the boy had been gone for years.  Gone without a trace.  I searched the entire town for a trace of you, for a whisper of where you’d gone, but there was none.  Then I made my first mistake: I asked the king to find you for me.”

We walked on for several steps before the significance of that statement struck me.  “The soldier?  The Green Eagle?”

“He is one of Timon’s most able trackers, and the Justices have employed him before to track vagabonds.  I do not know whether I failed to make clear my need for you or his own pride overwhelmed him, but he was never sent to threaten you.”

“Why did you come, then?  If you sent him for me, why didn’t you just wait?”

“I did not send him, the king did.  I would never have chosen a Tiran for Academy business.  No, while Othin began searching for you across the Isle, I searched in my own way.  Time and need drove me farther than I would have wished to go, but with my magics I finally found you late last night, and I hastened here as soon as I knew.”

“You came just in time.”  I thought of the soldier frozen on the hilltop, thought how close he’d come to killing me.  “You saved me.  If you had taken a day longer in your search, if your horse had stumbled along the way and delayed you an hour…”

He laid a calming hand on my shoulder.  “My need was great enough to save, even if Fate had not been.”

“And now I am found, what will you do with me?  What are the costs I must pay?”

“You must leave, again, and perhaps forever.  You must take on a new life, and become something completely new.”  He hesitated, then said reluctantly, “Even with the support I can provide, you may have to survive in a place that does not welcome you, perhaps a place where you have no friends.”

“I can do all those things.  They are no cost to me.”

He smiled, a secret and knowing smile visible now in the light from the village, “That is why I have come so far, my boy.  Now lead me to your home that we may be on our way.”

Our path led directly to the Green at the center of town, six torches blazing in the night to light the Green and the merchants’ shops all around it.  Ignoring the cobbled walk that surrounded the Green, I cut across the thick grass toward the north, leading the old man quickly through and out of the village.  An old road turned to the east, the King’s Way, but we followed a newer one north.  A low stone wall appeared, running beside the road in perfect regularity, and soon after a gate in that wall where a steward waited in the evening chill.

“Hey there, Daven.  You got a guest tonight?”

“Yes, Jake.  He is from the capitol.”

The old man stepped in front of me, suddenly tall and proud, and looked down his nose at the old steward.  “Please inform your master that the Master Wizard Claighan has come from The Academy at Pollix to speak with him.”  Jake stood in awe for a moment before ducking in a clumsy bow and clutching at his hat.

“I will inform him right away, sir.  Please, come in.”  He opened the gate and then stepped aside, bowing the wizard through.  “Will you have dinner, sir?  I believe there is still time to set another place.”

Claighan nodded, “Yes, please arrange a plate for me.  Run ahead.”  He spoke the words with a casual air of command and Jake obeyed, darting up the path to the manor.  The wizard followed at a more stately pace.

“I believe things will go better for us if we take things very seriously from here on out.”

“What do you mean?  Jemminor is a kind man, we won’t have any problems with him.”

“People behave differently when wizards are around.”  He caught my shoulder and I stopped, still some small distance from the house.  An orange square of light fell across the marbled steps as Jake threw open the door, and then was quickly gone.  “I need to be certain you will follow me, Daven, before I speak to this man, but I fear I do not have time to explain everything to you.  This I can say: I would take you to the Academy to learn wizardry with some of the nation’s brightest young men, and hopefully with the full support of the king behind you.  Would you give up your life here for that?”

“I already told you I would.”

“So you did.  So you did.  Very well, word of my arrival should have reached your master by now.”  I started to step off the path, but he caught my arm.  “No Daven, tonight we enter by the front door.  Come.”

We walked the rest of the way to the door, where Jake stood once more waiting for us.  He threw the door open for us then slammed it shut when we were through.  I grimaced at the stain my muddy boots left on the thick carpet in the entrance.  The air in the manor was warm after the night chill, and the smell of roasting lamb roused my empty stomach.  We stood alone in the hall.

After a moment I recognized the sound of footsteps on the polished wood floors, the sound followed shortly by its source as Jemminor stepped into the little foyer.  The look on his face was terrible, foreign.  His eyes shone with suspicion, his lips were pursed in anger.  He stood at the end of the hall, looming over us both and glaring from under his brows.  He jabbed a finger at the wizard, “You are Claighan?”

Claighan nodded.

“You’ve no business here in Sachaerrich!  All of us are good folk.  All of us.”  His eyes darted to me, then back to the wizard’s face.  Still Claighan said nothing.

“I’ve done no wrong.  No one in this house has done wrong.  The boy,” he faltered for a moment, bit his lip and then resumed with a bit less steam, “the boy has committed no offense since he left the City.  If he’s done anything else…” again he glanced at me, again it stopped him for a moment, “you can’t hold him accountable for something done so long ago!”

Claighan stepped forward, his staff ringing out as it struck the wooden floor.  Jemminor fell back before him, retreated two steps before he knew what he was doing.  Then he stopped, tried to draw himself up again but somehow the wizard’s authority dwarfed him.  “Jemminor, I have come on the business of the Crown.  Would you defy that authority?”

At first his mouth worked soundlessly, but finally he said, “No.  No, I’m loyal to the king—” 

“That is good to know.  I am here for the king, for the country, and I would hate to think you would oppose me.”

“We have done no wrong, wizard.”  I was amazed at the change in his attitude, mumbling now the same words he had shouted moments ago.  “We have none of us done any wrong.”

Claighan seemed to grow impatient.  “And I have brought no accusations, Goodman.  I have requested a dinner.  Have you a place?”

Jemminor nodded.

“Excellent.  Go see to the table and send your wife that I may speak with her.”

“She has done no—”

“I understand,” his eyes flashed with impatience that belied the calm in his voice, “I only wish to introduce myself.”  Jemminor nodded then turned and scurried off.  I stood astonished.

“Claighan…why was Jemm so afraid?”

“Wizards are seldom popular where the common man gains power, Daven.  I do not wholly understand why, but I wholly regret it.  There are those that see us as tyrants and terrorists, and men like your Jemminor are the first of this sort.”

“Is he wrong?”

He looked at me, then returned to his casual observation of the room.  “That is a shrewd question, Daven.  And a dangerous one.  I invite you to speak with me as freely as you would—my own life hangs on your education—but be careful in your treatment of the other Masters.  As much as possible you should strive to be respectful and go unseen.”

I looked around at the empty little room, trying to see what caught his interest, but finally decided he was focusing on other things.  His answer tickled my mind—for one, it was not an answer at all.  It was also ominous.  I was still mulling his words when Lady Sherrim swept into the room, her silk slippers noiseless on the hard floors.

“Greetings, Master Claighan!”  She curtsied politely, her most expensive dress whispering as she dipped, “I am honored to have you in my home.  Please, please, come into the sitting room while dinner is prepared.  Rest, and tell me of news at Court.”  The wizard smiled to himself before bowing slightly.  He murmured some answering pleasantry and slipped past her into the sitting room.

I stepped quickly forward and caught Sherrim’s arm, looking sheepish when she threw a surprised glance at me.  “Sorry, Sherrim.”  My voice was a whisper, and she answered in kind.

“It’s okay, Daven.  What do you need?”

“You…you were so proper!  And after Jemm…”

She smiled, “I heard how things went for Jemminor, and could not afford to imitate him.  We behave as we must in these situations, Daven.  I fear we will lose you no matter what I do.”

I started to answer, “It’s okay,” but she motioned me to silence and hurried into the room where Claighan waited.  I darted downstairs to my room to change into some cleaner clothes, wondering whether fine dress or my presence upstairs were the more pressing demand.  My room was cold and damp and I changed quickly, rushing upstairs and into the sitting room just as Jemminor entered from the other door.

“Dinner is ready.  Please join us in the dining room.”

Sherrim smiled a nervous smile as she rose and brushed some nothing from her skirt.  Claighan leaned heavily on his staff as he rose to his feet, then turned a gracious smile to Jemminor and Sherrim.  “It smells wonderful.  Let’s see what your cook can do.”  He swept out of the room, all grandeur, and the master and mistress were only left to follow, a bit dazed.

Claighan waved me to a seat on his right, and I sank down at the elaborate table where I’d only eaten one or two meals in all the years I’d worked here.  Two servants entered, the arms of both full of fine plates and silverware, which they placed carefully around the table while darting curious glances at me.  I smiled back and shrugged, but they averted their eyes as though I were Jemm or one of his guests.

“Master Jemminor,” Claighan said after trying some of the food before him, “this is an elaborate dinner and a quite impressive manor.  I have seen few as fancy outside the City.”

“Thank you.”  He hid his nervousness in his wine glass, taking a deep draught and waving to the servant to refill it before he answered the wizard in a steadier voice, “I have done quite well, my lord.  Most of the goodmen of Terrailles have abandoned their traditional fields to work in carpentry and lace and anything else the lords might need in the country houses.”

“But they forget the lords need meat at table, too.”

“Exactly so.”  He was interrupted by the arrival of a thin soup, my usual dinner.  I set to it, hungry after a long day’s work, but Jemminor ignored his.  Instead he continued in a proud voice, “So I bought family fields that, in many cases, were gifts from the FirstKing a thousand years ago.”  He took another drink, then waved his cup expansively, “and I bought ’em cheap.  These men were so concerned with the easy pennies they gave up the heritage that kept their family alive for centuries.  I am amazed at the greed of the people of Sachaerrich.  I’m certain the people of the other Terrailles villages are more reasonable.”  The last sentence was almost a question, and Claighan smiled as he answered.

“Not at all, in fact.  It seems your town fits very well the pattern of the others.  Most villages have only one or two men with the sense and attention that made you rich.”

Jemminor nodded, smiling.  “There.  You see?  I’m a clever fellow.”

“Oh, aye.”  Claighan said.  “There’s a wide gap between the immoral and the illegal.”  Jemm scowled at the comment, but didn’t seem to understand.  The wizard waved at the tapestry on the wall behind me, “Few of those others, even, have the sense of style you show, though.”

“Why, thank you.”  He still seemed hesitant, but he recognized the compliment.  “I am honored by your words.”

“Of course.  Have you been to the City?  I see little of the pretension of the Court here.”

“Oh, well.  I have been but once, to swear oath to King Timon when he was crowned.  Sherrim has been more than I, but our main concern has always been here.”

“That is good to know.”  He sat back and waited, silent, while servants came to clear the bowls and replace them with plates piled high with cuts of lamb and beef.  All the while he watched Jemminor with a penetrating gaze, and I saw the goodman’s nervousness increase.  When the servants slipped out again, Claighan took up his knife and fork, but said, “You have done well.  I am impressed with the number of servants you’ve got.”  Then he began on his meat.

I ate ravenously—meat was a rare treat for me—but I also listened closely.  I didn’t understand half of the conversation, but it was clearly intense.  Jemminor shrugged at Claighan’s comment, trying to seem casual.  “Oh, we’ve only three or four.  They keep our home in order, and strive to keep our guests comfortable.”  He stopped, clearly uncertain, then said, “On that topic—will you be needing a bed tonight?”

Claighan took a moment to answer, and I could see sweat beading on Jemminor’s forehead.  The old farmer took another drink of wine before Claighan answered.  “No, no I think we shall have to leave this very night.”

Despite his obvious relief Jemminor said, “But it is already dark, and it will be full night before dinner is done.  Would you really travel so far by night?”

“I assure you I am in no danger, Goodman.  Rather, I am quite a dangerous man to those who would do evil.”

“Of course.  Of course.”  Jemminor poked at the food on his plate, but the conversation seemed to kill his appetite.  Instead he took another deep drink of his wine.  

Claighan ate a bit more, then returned to his questions, this time addressing them to Sherrim.  “So, enough servants to keep the place neat.  What about fieldmen?  Have you enough people to tend all this vast land your husband has acquired?”

Sherrim nodded with a smile, “Oh, yes, we do quite well.  Several of the villages hire their sons to us—especially those that were hit hard by the loss of their land—and we have a few hired fieldmen who live here with the servants.  Daven,” she nodded to me, “Daven was one of those.  He came into town one morning, tired and dirty but with a friendly smile on his face and I told Jemm, ‘You give this boy work to do,’ and he’s worked for us since.”

“So generous of you.  Has he been loyal?”

Jemminor spoke over his wife’s answer, “Oh, yes!  He’s always done a full day’s work for us, and always worked harder than any of the others, too!”  The wine slurred his words now, and the brooding anger heated his voice.

“Excellent!  Very good to hear.”  Claighan was staring into his plate now, Sherrim scowled thoughtfully first at the wizard and then her husband.  Jemminor looked lost.  After a moment he leaned forward, and spoke in a confidential voice that nonetheless reached everyone at the table.

“Listen here, wizard.  Your respect is appreciated but what’s the point of all these questions?  I get the feeling you already know the answers.”

“Yes, but I need to know how you feel about the answers.”

Jemminor looked confused, but he pressed harder, “What brings you here, man?”  Sherrim laid a cautioning hand on his arm, but he ignored her.  “What do you want from me?  What do you want in my house?”

“I want Daven—”

“You can’t have ‘im!  Boy’s done no wrong!”

Claighan was perfectly composed, “So you said—”

“Now you listen!”  Jemminor was on his feet, shouting in anger and waving a threatening finger at his guest.  “The boy’s done no wrong and he’s a good worker.  I need him here to work the fields—”

“You’ve more than enough workers already, and certainly more land than you deserve.  Find someone else to work it or give some of those fields back to the families that need them.”

“I’ll do nothing of the sort!  You should leave here.”  His steam lost, he fell into his chair and took another large drink from his glass, emptying it in one gulp.  “Boy’s done no wrong.”

Claighan leaned forward across the table, a fire in his eyes, and Jemminor slowly bent forward too, as though compelled, until their noses were almost touching.  Claighan said, “Why do you want him so much?”

Jemminor shrugged, writhing under the wizard’s scrutiny, “It’s just…he’s a good worker, and…”

“And he’s never asked for his wages?  And you work him without rest?  And he’s worth more than a dozen merchants’ kids, all by himself?”  He waited for an answer, but Jemminor only looked helpless.  After a moment Claighan sat back with a disgusted grunt, and opposite him old Jemminor fell back into his chair.  The wizard turned to Sherrim.  “I will not waste my time arguing with a drunken man.  I am taking Daven on business of the crown, to be trained at the Academy of Wizardry.  Have you any objections to that?”

Sherrim only shook her head.  A sympathetic look flashed through her eyes when they fell on me, but then she returned her attention to the wizard.

“Very good.” He said, “I will send a messenger to let you know when we have arrived safely, and he will provide an address in case you wish to communicate with the boy.  Other than that, any questions or concerns may be addressed to the chancellor in Sariano.  He knows how to reach me.”

Claighan rose then, wiped his face with the silk napkin, and then looked to me.  “We should leave while Jemminor is in his stupor.  I would prefer he not do anything rash.  How long will it take you to pack your belongings?”

“Only a moment, Claighan.  I have very few things.”  Sherrim blushed at that, but the wizard only nodded.

“Fetch them.  I will wait for you in the sitting room.”

I darted downstairs and tossed my shirts—all dirty now—into a weathered leather bag that I had brought with me from Chantire.  Other than that there was only my work knife and my ragged copy of an outdated fencing text.  I looked around for something else I had gained in my years in Sachaerrich, but those were all my belongings.  I shrugged as I slung the pack over one shoulder and headed upstairs.

Sherrim met me just outside the sitting room.  She whispered so Claighan would not hear her as she pressed a small leather purse into my hands, “This is for the work you’ve done for us, Daven.  These are your wages—you earned them.  Please do not think poorly of us, do not let him convince you we misused you.”

“You were always kind to me, Sherrim, and Jemm provided a home for me when no one else would have.  You have both been dear to me.  I won’t forget that.”  I stood for a moment, considered hugging her, but finally decided against it.  “Thank you, Sherrim.  Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, Daven.”  She slipped off down the hall as I stepped through the door into the sitting room.  Claighan looked at me with one eyebrow raised.

“I am glad that, at least, ended well.  Cherish the memories, Daven.  I fear you will be alone for a while.”

I shrugged.  “I can survive alone.  Let’s go.”

“Very well.  We take the King’s Way to Sariano.  We should be no more than three days on the road, if we move quickly.”  In the quiet darkness we slipped out of the front door.  A light rain began as we walked the neat path across the manor lawn, and by the time we turned onto the road we were drenched.  Claighan’s voice came to me through the cold, wet night.  “Smile, Daven.  You’re beginning a new life.”

Chapter Three

To See the King

The rain poured down throughout the night, until my sodden cloak dragged at my shoulders and an icy stream of water flowed down my back to fill my leather boots.  Claighan ignored the rain, walking with a brisk step and the hint of a frown tugging at his lips.  His eyes were on something far off, and he mumbled to himself as he walked.  Trying to ignore the bitter downpour, I watched him as he walked and saw his distraction growing with every mile, saw his concern and frustration building.  At one point he stopped and whirled with fear in his eyes, but when they fell on me, he smiled.

“Ah.  Daven.  You are there.  Good.”

Without another word, he turned back east.  I followed.

Long before morning the heavy downpour dwindled, though rain still fell in a heavy, chilly mist.  I shrugged out of my cloak and wrung it out as well as I could, then flung it back around my shoulders and jogged a few steps to catch up with the wizard.

“Claighan.”  He didn’t respond, so I tugged at his sleeve.  “Master Claighan!  Stop.”

He turned to me, but it was a moment before he seemed to see me, and then he shook his head.  “What?  Oh, Daven.  Oh, dear me.  I’m sorry, boy.  I’ve been…distracted.”

I chuckled, “You sure have!  Claighan, we’ve been walking all night.  We must’ve made twelve miles.  Do you mean to walk straight to the capitol?”

“If we can, boy.  If we can.”

I shook my head, “I mean, don’t you think we should stop?  For a rest?  I mean, you must be tired by now.”

He laughed, “What, aren’t you tired?”

I shook my head, “No, sir.  Just a bit cold.  But you’re…well…” I didn’t dare say it.

His eyes widened.  “Old?”  He laughed at my reaction, “Boy, you worked a full day yesterday, then fought a Green Eagle to the ground.  And you’re worried about me being tired?”

I nodded.  He laughed.  “You’re a very physical one.  Strong.  That’ll be a problem.  Not unanticipated, but a problem.  Come on,” he turned back to the east, “Let’s get there.”

“Are you crazy?”  I hauled on his sleeve and he turned, the hint of a dangerous fire in his eyes.  “We’ve got to stop, Master Claighan.  This is bad weather for walking.”

“It will get better, Daven.  Let us press on.”

“But Master Claighan—”

“Boy,” he said, his voice suddenly cold as the mist, “unless you’re too tired to keep on, I mean to get to the capitol.  There are…terrible things happening in the world, and I seem to have challenged them to a footrace.”  He pulled back, and I let go his sleeve.  He nodded.  “Good.  Let’s go.”

Later, the shower trailed off.  The unrisen sun splashed spots of pink on the thick gray clouds, but the light held no warmth yet.  My legs grew tired, and over time that ache faded to a chill that sapped my strength, but I didn’t dare admit my weakness to the wizard.  He was lost in his own world again, now, and I stumbled along the cobbled road behind him, falling farther and farther behind the old wizard as time passed.  We walked the sun into the sky and the heavy clouds of it, and still the wizard showed no sign of slowing.  He walked on without me, mumbling to himself and staring east as though he could already see the city ahead of us.

At some point short of noon he suddenly stopped.  He turned to me then with the most clarity in his eyes that I had seen since leaving Sachaerrich, and examined me with a careful scrutiny.  “My goodness, boy,” he said, “are you okay?”

I nodded, too tired to speak.  He shook his head.  “You should’ve said something, Daven.  You’re exhausted.  Come.”  He waved me to follow, then stepped off the road into the waist-high grass.  I followed him, stumbling wearily.  After a moment he had lost me, but I heard him call out from ahead, “Come on, boy.  There’s a nice comfortable rest up here.  Come on!”

I followed the sound of his voice, and emerged from the tall grass to find him standing in a clearing.  A red brick fireplace stood in the middle of the field, without wall or roof, but a tall chimney that reached high into the sky.  A warm fire blazed on its hearth, and I dropped my cloak as I stepped over to it to warm my hands.  Claighan smiled, delight sparkling in his eyes.  “You need some sleep.  Go ahead.”  He waved toward a four-poster bed with heavy cotton sheets and thick blankets.  I looked at him for a moment, uncomprehending, and he laughed.

“Think of it as a dream, Daven, but you need your rest.  I pressed you too hard.”  Still I watched him, and he shrugged.  “Get into bed, boy.  Sleep.  I will stand guard.”

I did as he said, taking time only to pull off my heavy boots before slipping under the warm covers.  The mattress was thick and full, and the pillow soft under my head.  In minutes I was asleep—perhaps I was asleep before I ever saw the bed—and it was some time later before Claighan woke me.

I was stretched out in the grass, a pace from the King’s Way.  The wizard knelt over me, shaking me lightly awake.  “Daven,” he said, “Daven, wake up.  You’ve had a long rest, but we should press on.”

I stretched, and sat up.  My clothes were dry, though they still felt stiff.  “I had the weirdest dream, Claighan—”

“I know,” he said, rising and brushing the dirt off his knees, “now put on your boots.  We’ve got miles to go.”

He tossed me my boots, and as I pulled them on he was already starting down the road.  I jumped up and stamped my feet down into them, then set off after him.  

*   *   *   *   *

It’s three days’ walk from Sachaerrich to the capitol.  We made it in less than two, though it took all our strength.  Twice more we stopped, and both times the wizard made an inn of the grasslands, though we only slept a few hours each time.  Ever I awoke with the bed and fire gone, the comforts of civilization just a dim hallucination, but I felt well and rested.  I felt like I had slept in luxury.

We walked late into the night the second night before we stopped, and began again before dawn.  Old Claighan showed no signs of weariness, though, and the short rest left me ready for miles again.  It was a boring walk, with him so caught up in his own concerns and nothing but wheat and grass as far as the eye could see, but I played daydreams in my head.  As the sun rose, I thought of the life that awaited me.  As hunger gnawed at my stomach well before noon, I thought of feasts to come.  As weariness finally caught up with me, I thought of nights in feather beds, nights in warm rooms.  As I walked, I dreamed of a life of power.

Then we stopped for our final time, and Claighan gave me a bit of dried beef and a hard roll and told me, “I mean to win this race, Daven, if I can.  Be strong, as you have been.  Bear with me, and I will make you a hero.”  He looked into my eyes for a long time then, and could only have seen my resolve.  Finally he nodded.  “Good.  Now sleep.  We’ve only a few miles to the capitol, but I mean to take you straight to the palace, so you should be rested.  Okay?”

I nodded, and he left me.  I watched him go, stepping off into the late afternoon until the stalks of prairie grass swallowed him and he was gone from sight.  I ate the food mechanically and it soothed my angry stomach, and then I collapsed on a bed of air.  Sleep came like a wave, flooding over me and then receding, stripping me of memory.

In the darkness then I dreamed, sick and twisted dreams that smelled of madness.  Frozen images flashed before my mind.  I ran through a dense forest at night, lightning sparking the stormy darkness and death just behind me.  The scene flowed, but the danger was the same.  The darkness just beyond reach became glittering golden walls and I stood in the midst of a thousand powerful men.  Every one of them hated me.  I stepped forward, climbed onto a dais and turned to face those same men, and now every one of them feared me.  I climbed higher on the dais and then the dais was gone, the room was gone and I stood on a mountainside looking out over the whole world.  Fire raged within me as I tried to decide whether to preserve or destroy it.  Some time later I walked into a golden mansion with wizards and servants all around me, and took my place on a glittering throne.  My people were afraid, but I would save them.  I stood to speak to them, but instead somehow fell deep into dark and terrible water that broke me and devoured me.

This last image overwhelmed me, flooding me with a terror none of the others had.  I struggled against the darkness, against the cold, and fought to break free.  My heart pounded and the blood thudding in my ears felt like hammer blows.  I fought the crushing tides that swept me about beneath the waters, and fought arms and legs that refused to respond.  I was a child in a tempest; I was a slave to Nature.  Finally I gave up the struggle and only turned my mind toward the faint glimmer of light above.  I focused sightless eyes on the hint of a sky, and poured myself into that dream of survival.

I spent a long time drifting back to consciousness, here and now slowly forcing away the terrible fantasies that had filled me. When I opened my eyes I had to blink against the brilliant light on my face, but the nightmare of drowning was still heavy enough in my mind that I gratefully drank in the warm air.  The pressure on my body was soft and dry, and after a moment I realized half a dozen heavy blankets covered me, pinning my arms at my side.  I was alive.  I was healthy and well in a comfortable room.  Then I sat up, and the absurdity of my situation struck me.

The bed vanished, and I fell to the hard ground with a thud.  I winced.

“Claighan,” I called out, rising and brushing the dirt from my pants.  “Claighan, are you there?”  I looked around, and my eyes fell on the impossible fireplace.  I had only a moment to consider it in confusion before it disappeared—and then I thought perhaps it had never been.  I was standing waist-deep in grass, and there had never been a clearing.

There were still two paths through the grass, where grown men had walked through and bent stalks on the way.  One led back to the road.  I followed the other.

Claighan knelt in the grass some distance off in the grass, a long way from the road.  I watched him, but he neither moved nor spoke for a long time.  Finally I moved next to him and fell down on my knees, imitating his posture.

Nothing happened, so I closed my eyes.

There was nothing, only darkness, except…I thought perhaps I saw an image, nightmare sky above a mountain all in flames, monsters spreading wings within the flames and soaring up into the sky.  Dragons flying high, the world aflame below them.  It was the sensation of a heartbeat, an instant, and then it was gone, but the memory hung in my head, all full of pain and sadness and fear.

I felt Claighan’s hand on my shoulder, and then he spoke, his voice heavy with strain, “That was a brave thing to do, boy.  You could have seen—”

“I saw,” I said, and his eyes only widened for a second, but I saw his surprise.

“You are a brave boy.  Or foolish.”  He put a hand on my shoulder and pushed down, rising, then held out a hand and helped me up.  “But it is good that you can see at all, even if you spy on things you’d be better not to know.  I’m sorry you woke before I moved you.  Such enchantments rarely survive surprise.”

He laughed again at the look on my face, then began wading through the grass toward the road.  “Come, Daven.  We are nearly there.”

I followed him to the road, then followed him to the capitol.  We arrived at noon, the old man speaking to empty air all the way.

*   *   *   *   *

The guards on the city gate nodded to Claighan and waved us through, and for the first time I entered Sariano on the King’s Way.  I’d spent most of my life in Chantire, no more than a mile or two northwest, within the same walls, but walking the proud streets of High Hill it seemed I was entering the city for the first time.  Grand shops lined both sides of the street, three-story inns and noblemen’s mansions vying for places along the lower end of the boulevard.  I walked with Claighan, and men and women in the crowded street parted to make way for us, sometimes even sweeping low bows as we passed.  I wandered up the street half dazed, memory challenging my senses in a dizzying confusion.

Last time I had walked these streets I’d been an urchin, a boy of ten or eleven years, dirty and poor, weaving in and out among the tight crowds with curses following me all the way.  I’d been a beggar, sad and hopeless on a muddy corner in the pouring rain.  I’d never walked High Hill to bows and hellos, every eye following me in interest and admiration.  I began to blush, tried to shrink in on myself at the attention, but Claighan didn’t notice.

Less than half a mile into the town, he caught my arm and dragged me across the street to the front gate of one of the fancy manors.  He looked up and down the street, his eyes darting along the different homes, and at last he sighed wearily.  “This will have to do.”  He stepped up to iron grate and snapped to the steward, “You there.  Good man.  I am Master Claighan, and I need an hour’s refuge in this hall.  Take word to your master—”

“Please, Master Claighan,” the servant interrupted smoothly, “Do come in.  We have been waiting for you.  The Chancellor gave us warning.”

Claighan looked surprised.  “He did?”  The steward nodded, and Claighan said, “Ah.  Well.  How…perceptive of him.  Good.  Lead the way.”

The steward smiled and bowed us in.  There was no sign of owner or resident in the high-vaulted hall of the entryway, nor anywhere else through the house, but Claighan left the doorman with our cloaks and a hastily written letter, and then led me with sure steps through the empty halls.  We stopped at one of hundreds of doors and he nodded to it.  “Get yourself a bath, Daven.  Clothes will be along shortly.  You must be presentable to be…presented.”  He chuckled to himself, then looked at me sharply, “You have…had a bath before?”

I tried to look offended, but it was a fair question.  “Yes, Claighan.  Lady Sherrim insisted on it of all the staff.”  I looked at the door, “It’s just…in there?”

He nodded.  “You will need new clothes, too.  I’ve sent an order for some clothes that should be about right, but we don’t have time for a fitting.  Get clean, make sure the clothes fit well enough, and join me at the palace.”  He hesitated, then, and I hoped he would change his mind about that list bit, but he shook his head, “No.  I would like to stay with you, but things press more closely than I expected, and you grew up here.  Find your way to the palace as soon as you are dressed, and ask for me.  Understood?”

I nodded, and he smiled.  “Good.  Enjoy your bath.”

He left, and I slipped through the door.

The room on the other side was immense.  A great pool stretched forever, and a thin steam hung in the air.  A table on my right held towels and washcloths.  I grabbed one of each and stripped down to my breeches, then dove into the pool.  For half an hour I bathed, soothing tired muscles and stripping away days of dirt and sweat in the warm water.  It felt divine.

I started when the door suddenly swung open, and a lovely young woman came in.  She wore a dress of azure and red, the same color as the servants’ livery but of much finer cloth, and she blushed when she saw me.  “Oh.  I’m sorry, milord.”  Her eyes lingered on me as I swam quickly to the edge of the pool.  “Excuse me, but I expected you would be out by now.  The wizard was most insistent that you…hurry….”

Fighting my own embarrassment, I climbed out of the pool and quickly dried off, wrapping the towel around my waist.  She averted her eyes politely, but as soon as my eyes fell on her, I couldn’t help staring.  She had long dark hair and beautiful eyes, a small mouth and delicate fingers.  In her eyes were quiet competence and friendly generosity.  When she looked up at me, they held also surprise.

Her voice was full of quiet laughter, “You…look good…” She hesitated, suddenly embarrassed, but then she took a step closer, eyes wide.  “It's Daven, isn't it?”  I nodded, and she smiled.  “Daven.  I…have your clothes.  They just arrived.”  She looked into my eyes a moment longer, then smiled and held up the small pile of folded clothes in her arms.  “Here.”  She placed them in my arms, then stepped back.  “The wizard was…most insistent.”

She stepped back to lean against the wall and wait while I pulled on the new clothes.  A moment later a finely woven red cotton shirt hung almost to my knees over a pair of doeskin pants that fit almost as though tailored to me.  A pair of plain leather boots much like mine stood just inside the door, where she had dropped them, but these were new and fresh as mine had never been.  I still held in my arms a dark blue cloak, thick and luxurious.  I imagined myself in the outfit and almost felt a prince.  

She stepped forward then and smiled, and as though she could read my mind, she said, “You do not look like a prince to me.”

I chuckled nervously, “I am not a prince.”

“Of course not, but wizards don’t generally show such concern for a...”

“Shepherd.”

“A shepherd?  You look like a beggar from Chantire.”

I smiled.  “I have been a beggar from Chantire.”

She nodded.  “I thought so.  You looked the part when you came in.”  She laughed at my look of surprise, and her eyes shone with excitement and mystery.

“I am Daven.”  I tried a bow.

She nodded.  “That is what the wizard called you.  I am Sera.”

“Whose home is this?”

“This is the mansion of Stephen Souward, Duke of the Southern Lands.”

“And you are?”

“I am his daughter.” I tried to be casual, suave, but my astonishment betrayed me.  She laughed again, “Yes.  Welcome to my home.”  She studied me for a moment, then smiled.  “The clothes look nice.  You…” she paused as though uncertain, but her eyes spoke volumes, “look good.”

I pulled on the new boots, stamping my feet, then turned to her.  “Err…what now?”

She stepped over to me and caught my hand.  “Well,” she said, then sighed gently, “Now you are to see the king.  Claighan was most insistent.”

“Today?  Now?”

“Oh yes.  As soon as you’re dressed.”  She stepped back, batted her eyes, “If you have time afterward, though, I’d like to see you again.”

I looked at her, surprised.  “Really?”  She nodded.  “Are you always so kind to beggars from Chantire?”

She laughed, “No.  But there’s a special place in my heart for princes.”

I looked at her for a long moment, then said, “I’m only a shepherd.  I’ll let you know if I’m ever anything more.”  She gaped at my answer, but I slung the cloak around my shoulders and stepped to the door.  It was heavier on my shoulders than any of the tattered cloaks I’d worn before, and that weight seemed to strengthen me.  I felt important.  I smiled to Sera and left.

The Souwards’ home sat in the middle of a long row of massive mansions.  Each boasted a magnificent front lawn with sculpted shrubbery and sweetly perfumed flowerbeds.  A pair of hired guards stood at each front door and another pair watched the beautifully wrought iron gates that opened onto a broad paved boulevard.  I crossed the manicured lawn, nodded to the steward at the gate, and then looked back up the immaculate path once the doorway, where Sera still watched me.  Sighing, I turned my back on the mansion and slipped into the dance of busy people pushing their way up and down High Hill.

The street was lined on both sides with small shops of all types.  Here a baker sold fresh pastries, there across the way a printer tried in vain to interest the passing crowd in his fancy books.  I stopped and looked at a few, but I could no more afford the cost of a book than any of the others passing by, and his ink stained my fingers.  Laughing, I returned the book to its stack and pressed uphill once more.

Clothiers and florists and most of the artisans’ shops I passed right by, but twice I stopped at little weapons shops to look at daggers and swords of beautiful craftsmanship.  Every time I laughed when the shopkeeper looked too closely at me or asked after my interest, and then I moved on.  Up and on, pressing slowly toward the courtyard at the end of the road while the sun sank down in the west.  At the very top of High Hill I sank down, panting, onto a rough wooden bench outside an old man’s bookstore.  For several minutes I just watched the people flowing past while I caught my breath.  This close to the palace the crowd was an odd mix of high and low.

A finely dressed young lord bumped into a woman in a threadbare blue dress and tattered brown cloak as she turned away from a produce stand, spilling her tomatoes and cucumbers into the street.  I started up at that, but even as the woman was crying her apologies the young man bent and gathered the vegetables in a small bundle and set them atop the woman’s other goods.  She was still crying as he patted her on the back and followed her down the road.

A bent old man in fine silk robes hobbled out of the crowd and stumbled over to the shop behind me.  He stopped at the doorway, leaning against the wall to catch his breath, and as he looked down on me I saw something of recognition in his eyes.  “So he finally found you, eh?”  His voice was dry and difficult to make out through all the city’s noise, but he was talking more to himself than to me anyway.  “Good, good, I guess.  We’ll see what happens.  At least he found you…” he reached out and patted me on the head like some strange animal, and then slipped into the shop without another word.  Bewildered, I rose and started for the palace.

Halfway across the square I froze.  Four guards in the uniform of the Green Eagles stood watch on the palace gates and I realized the palace itself would be crawling with them.  I fell back among the crowds of people at the top of the street while I carefully studied the guards in sight.  None of them was the brute that had attacked me in Sachaerrich, but I had no way of knowing if he was within.  In fact, I had no idea what had become of him.  For ten or fifteen minutes I milled about among the stands and shops on the edges of the square, watching the gates of the palace, but the sun began to sink in the sky and I remembered Claighan’s hurry.  I had no idea how long I spent climbing the street or how long I sat watching the crowd, but surely by now all my time was spent.

For a moment I thought about trying to find another way into the palace, but I had no interest at all in attracting that kind of attention.  I watched for someone to enter ahead of me so I could move through with their party, but I saw nothing of the sort.  Finally I could wait no longer.  I brushed some of the dust off my clothes and tried to look noble as I strode across the courtyard.  I stepped up to the first of the guards and said with great importance, “I have an audience with the king.”

He looked at me equal parts disdain and distaste, then shrugged and waved vaguely behind him, “You want him.”  With that, he turned his attention back to the square and ignored me.  Embarrassed, I stepped past the guards to the alert steward waiting just inside the open gates.

He bowed slightly, “May I help you, sir?”

“My name is Daven, and I’m supposed to see the king.”  All my pretend authority was shattered.  I tried to look unthreatening.

“Daven who, sir?”

“I am from Terrailles.”  He looked at me blankly.  “I am here with Claighan.”

“The wizard?”

“Yes.”

“Ah!  Ah yes.  Master Fanderhall mentioned something of the sort.  Yes, I will show you through.”  He pulled a tasseled cord and after a moment a young page emerged from the small gatehouse.  “Jack, this young man is to meet the king with Master Claighan.  Please find the wizard for him.”  The page nodded and then started silently up the paved path to the palace doors.  I followed.

Four more Green Eagles stood guard at the main doors of the palace.  None of them looked familiar.  I entered the massive main hall of the royal palace.  The hall was two stories tall with a windowed balcony running its length on the second floor.  All the walls were covered in thick, heavy tapestries and spaced evenly along them were marble busts of the Sarian kings and lords.  The page ignored it all and walked swiftly down the way, and I had to hurry to keep up.

At the end of the main hall stood the Throne Room, sealed off with two massive oak doors, dark with age, and guarded by four more soldiers.  On either side intricately carved doors opened into luxurious salons.  The page led me through the door on our left and into one of these rooms, then he bowed and slipped out, closing the door behind him.  Claighan and another old man stood in one corner, waving their arms and speaking with fierce faces, but all in low voices that didn’t carry across the large room.  A servant stood among the couches in the middle of the room and placed a pitcher and several glasses on the small coffee table, then turned and caught sight of me.  He moved quickly around the couches and stepped over to me, whispering.  “The Masters, they are not happy.  Perhaps you should speak with them another time?”

“I don’t have much choice.  I’m here with Claighan.”

He shrugged.  “Princes do what they will, but I warned you.”  He slipped the silver tray under his arm and left in the same quiet way the page had.  I sank into one of the plush couches and waited for the old wizard to notice me.  He did not.

Instead, their voices rose higher and higher until finally I could make out what they were saying.  The argument still did not make much sense, except that I could tell Claighan was defending himself.  The other said, “I don’t care how far you’ve come, you must leave!”

“It is not that simple!  This is more important than his pride, Edwin.”

Edwin’s voice was cold when he answered.  “Those words alone would be enough to kill you.”

“This is more important than my life.  This is the world, and I cannot afford to tremble before a politician.”

“Do you have any idea how dangerous your words are?  Claighan, You fool!  I thought I’d taught you better than that!”

“You taught me to do what must be done—”

“I taught you to survive.  I don’t care how great the peril, you can help no one if you are dead, least of all this boy.”

Some of the fire was gone from Claighan’s voice.  Most of the hope was gone.  “This boy is more important than anyone else on this island.  This project is, anyway.  If I just give him up to die—”

“He will not die!  I have said that already!  We can arrange for his safety, but you must be patient.”

“There is no time for patience!”

“There is no time for foolishness!  Stop.  Calm down.  Think about the situation, Claighan.  Nothing good could possibly come from this encounter.”

“You don’t understand.  Too much rests on this.”

“You have explained it all to me.  I’m even helping you, remember?  I understand the situation with the boy, but you don’t seem to understand that the world goes on outside your little schemes.”  Claighan started to protest but Edwin spoke over him, “I know how important this is to you, but thanks to the troubles in the Southcentral we cannot proceed as you had planned.  Not now.”

“It is not my fault.”

“You said that already…”

“He should not have gone over to the baron.  I don’t know what happened.”

“No matter how we train them, Claighan, they are still only people.  He was tempted by the power, that is all.  It is not your fault.”

“I know!”

“And the king will see that, but you must give him time.  For now—”

“For now we must wait.”

“Exactly.  I am glad you understand, Claighan.”

“I understand.  I do not like it, but I understand.”  He sighed and fell against the wall, all his strength gone.  “What will we do?”

“Take him to the Academy and keep him hidden.  I will let you know when things are ready.”

“What of other business?  What of our demonstration?”

“I arranged it as you asked, before, and I have not had time to contact them.  You will have to deal with things.”

He nodded, tired.  “I will.  Perhaps it will still serve its purpose.” For a minute he stared at the floor, lost in thought, then finally shrugged.  “You are right, there is nothing I can do.  We will wait, and…hide.” Again he paused.  “You will tell me as soon as things are okay here?”

Edwin nodded.  “These things will blow over.  You have always been dear to him.”

“I hope you’re right.  For the sake of the world, I hope this is over quickly.”  He stopped for a moment, then continued in a voice filled once more with certainty and authority, “We must go on as planned, for now, so I may stop the demonstration, then we shall fall from sight.  But you must let me know as soon as—”

“Claighan, I know!”  He was getting exasperated, but Claighan pressed.

“Edwin, you don’t understand.  I need a thousand more like him.  A hundred thousand.  One man cannot face the dragonswarm, but I must prove myself in him before I can train any others—”

“And if you face the king’s wrath now, Claighan, you’ll never train even the one.  Run.  I’ll take care of things.”

“Fine.”  He said,  “Daven, are your things ready?”

I jumped when he addressed me, then started to my feet and turned to face him, fighting the blush in my cheeks.  I didn’t know he knew I was in the room.  He had obviously been speaking of me throughout the conversation, and some of the implications terrified me, but he also seemed to need me more than I had realized.  I took a deep breath to calm myself.

“I have no things, Claighan.  I am ready.”

He studied me for a minute, then turned to Edwin.  “You see how the boy is?  He’s always ready.  He never falters.  It could have been perfect.”

Edwin smiled with a sad look in his eyes, patting Claighan on the shoulder.  “It will be perfect, Claighan.  Your vision will save us all.  For now, though…for now you must go.”

Claighan opened his mouth to answer but was interrupted by a tremendous crash as the sitting room’s doors flew open, smashing against the walls.  Eight guards with loaded crossbows stormed into the room and aimed their weapons at Claighan and me.  Edwin did not seem to interest them.  I considered diving behind the couch or trying to rush one of the guards—surely they wouldn’t expect that—but fear froze me in place.  Claighan slid slowly away from the other wizard and came to stand by me—the guards did not seem to mind.  I noticed sweat on the foreheads of several of the soldiers.  I noticed fear in some of their eyes.

For several tense seconds we stood captured in that frozen tableau before the sound of soft leather boots scuffing on the marble floor interrupted the crushing silence.  After a moment a man in his late forties entered the room, fire burning in his eyes.  He was dressed in fine but sturdy clothes, and several large gold rings shone from his right hand.  In his left he held the royal mace as though prepared to use it in combat and the strength of his stare belied the gray in his hair.  A light silver crown rested majestically on his angry brow.  I almost fell to my knees before the king, but no one else in the room moved.  I stumbled forward, caught myself, then stood looking awkward.  Everyone ignored me.

Edwin stepped forward, anger in his voice.  “What are you doing, Timon?  Why are you here?”

The king’s smile was small and forced.  “I have come to deal with things, Edwin.”

“I have them under control, Your Highness.  I have been speaking with Claighan—”

Timon screamed, cutting off the wizard, “I do not want you to speak with him!”  He stopped, struggling to regain control of himself, then pressed on in a cold voice.  “This man is a traitor and a conspirator to rebellion.  He does not need a firm lecture from his old master; he needs to be punished!”

Claighan opened his mouth to speak but Edwin stepped over and caught his arm, whispering something to him.  Timon watched it all and his anger built.  “You have not even lectured him, have you?  Do you conspire, too, my good Edwin?  Have all my wizards betrayed me?”

Edwin’s eyes grew wide in shock.  “Not in the least, my liege!  You are correct in all things.”  He released Claighan’s arm and walked quickly around the couch to stand by the king.  “You are right, my lord, I was overindulgent with him.  I forgave him much because he was a former student, but you have shown me my error.”  He turned to us, an apologetic look in his eyes, then looked back to the king.  “I will make an example of them, Your Majesty.  None will dare stand against you again!”

Before the king could respond, before I even knew what was happening the old man whirled to face us and threw his arms out, shouting some terrible word that made the whole room shudder.  Bright light flashed in blue and red and blue again, blinding me, and in the same instant a fierce heat flashed through the room and then was gone.  Heat, then cold, then darkness outside my tight-shut eyelids.

For a moment I thought I was dead, destroyed by the wizard’s magic, but then I felt a touch light on my arms and Claighan’s voice drifted softly to my ears.  “We haven’t much time, Daven.  We must move quickly.  Come.”  When I opened my eyes I was staring at a wall of crude wooden slats.  Suddenly the smells and sounds of a stable flooded me, and I realized somehow the wizard had cast us out of the castle.  I peeked out the front door and saw we were still in the palace courtyard, though.

Claighan turned away from speaking with a groomsman and said in a whisper, “We must move quickly but everything is prepared.  Hopefully we can escape without the king’s notice.  As soon as the carriage is brought around get in quickly.  We have a long ride ahead.”

He started to turn away but I caught his sleeve.  “Claighan, will Edwin suffer for this?”

He looked down at me, the hint of tears in his steely gaze.  “Not if we are careful, Daven.  Not if we are swift.  Come, the carriage is here.”  We hurried across the courtyard and into the carriage, and as night deepened the king’s own horses took us surely and swiftly from the palace where the king raged against us.  That is how I met the king, and how I left his audience.

33
Copyright 2008-2009, all rights reserved.


